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Tony stared down at the water and sighed. His chin rested on his hand, eyes slowly sliding shut from boredom. 


Jani sat beside him and nudged him on the shoulder"Are you falling asleep again? You know this is part of our 


daily duties." 
Tony sighed again. "Yes, | know. It doesn't mean | have to like it. These humans are so damn boring." 


Jani nodded in agreement. "That they are, but sometimes they do something interesting like discover a new 


plant to heal the sick" 


The brunette snorted. "That rarely happens anymore. All they want to do is fight and kill, lately. They're so 
destructive that they never take the time to work out their differences with words." 


"There is that. There is also the fact that we want to make sure they don't ruin the whole world. That is our 
job, after all." 


Tony sighed for a third time. "Just once I'd like to see someone who isn't corrupted by greed or power do 
something noble. But with these creatures, it will probably never happen" 


Jani patted Tony on the shoulder. "That may be, but we still have to hope they will." 

KEKEKE 

Elias' eyes searched the village streets before hurrying over to the apothecary. Loose coins jingled in his 
pockets, the hard-earned money for his mother's sickness. Heart pounding in his chest, he reached for the 
door handle and scampered inside. 

He squinted in the room, eyes needing time to adjust to the darkened environment. 

"You're late, Elias. | expected you several hours ago." 


Elias flushed with embarrassment. "I'm sorry Mr McCready, | wanted to make sure that | got here safely." 


The store owner nodded and brought forth a carefully wrapped brown package from behind the counter. 
"Those Danner boys picking on you still?" 


"Yeah. Though luckily, not today.” 
"You should really stand up to them at some point. They will keep picking on you until you do." 
Elias shook his head. "I could never raise a hand at someone else. It's not right." 


Mr McCready raised an eyebrow at him. "I'm surprised to hear that from the son of a man that fought for 
his country. Do you really despise your own flesh and blood for protecting the lands?" 


The boy shook his head. "No, that's his job. It doesn't mean everyone should lash out in that fashion. You can 
settle things with words." 


The store owner smiled at him. "Such mature words for someone so young. Anyway, you best be off as it will 
be getting dark soon" 


Elias nodded. "| will and thank you for the medicine." 


"I hope it helps your mother with the pain. Give her my regards." 


"| will" 


Elias clutched the package to his chest and opened the shop door. As the door clicked closed a voice rang out 
in the distance. 


"Well well, look who is out and about? If it isn't Elias, on his way back home." 

OK 

Tony rubbed the sand out of his eyes and flicked his hand over the watery surface. New images flashed 
before him in an instant. Various people appeared in the water. Some were fighting never ending wars for 
either side. Some were poor and dying slowly. Others were greedily acquiring items to stockpile for fun 
Tony snorted and shook his head. "Will you foolish people ever learn?" 

He brushed his hand in the air again to change the lineup of people he was watching. 


"No, please! | have to get back home. | don't want to fight you!" 


Tony sat up with a start and stared down at the left corner of the pond. A young boy, no more than ten, was 
pushed up against a wall while other boys taunted him. 


"You're weak and stupid. You will never amount to anything, just like your worthless father. 


Elias struggled in the older boy's arms. "Leave my father alone! At least he works and does his job unlike 


yours." 
The second older boy's face darkened with anger. "You take that back!" 
“But..but it's true. Your father just sits around and bosses people around. That's nothing to be proud of" 


The first boy removed his hands from Elias‘ body and wrapped them around the younger boy's throat. "You 
will pay for dishonoring my father! You worthless vermin!" 


Elias' eyes fluttered from the constant pressure on his throat, spots danced in front of his vision 


ease...pieaSe..... 
"Please.| 


A nearby store owner came outside, wondering what all of the ruckus was. "Hey there, quit picking on that boy 


and go home. It's almost dark!" 


The second boy stopped the first boy from strangling Elias by grabbing his arm. "Come on, he's not worth it" 


Elias slid down the wall and landed hard on his behind. Hands reached up to force air back into his lungs. 
"Hey, what's this?" 

Elias’ head shot up. "Give that back!" 

The second kid walked over to Elias and swung the package over his head "You want this? Here, catch!" 
A loud smash echoed the empty streets, glass and liquids sprayed down on Elias' form. 

"See you later, Elias’ 


Tears welled up in Elias' eyes. He stared down at the broken bottle and pushed away the tears rolling down his 


face. 


Fingers traced in the liquid, the very liquid that would help his mother get better. His hands curled into fists, 
anger coursing through his veins. He shook his head and quickly dissipated the anger. 


"No, | will not go down to their level. | will find a way." 
He pulled himself off the ground and brushed the debris off his clothes and headed home. 


Tony's eyes filled with tears, moved by this young boy's actions. "Can it be? A human that doesn't desire to 
fight or hurt others? Have | found that glimmer of hope in this young man?" 


FEKE KE EK 


Elias traipsed back to his tiny home on the outskirts of the village. He swallowed the lump in his throat and 
pushed the door open. 


His father bound to his feet and approached him. "Where have you been? It's already dark!" 

Elias’ head hung down. "I'm sorry: 

The anger sighed out of his father. “It's ok | was.we were worried about you. Did you get the medicine?" 
Tears weaved down Elias’ face. "Yes, but it broke" 

His father stared at him dumbfounded. "Broke? You dropped it?" 


Elias shook his short brown hair. "No, it was smashed by one of the Danner boys. They were picking on me 


and... 


"What have | told you about standing up to people who push you around? Even without the violence you so 


detest, you can let them know you won't take it anymore." 

| know and | tried, but they didn't listen And now we don't have any medicine." 

His father put his hand on Elias’ shoulder to comfort him. "Yes, there is that. Elias, your mother is getting 
weaker. | don't even know if the medicine is even working anymore. The doctors...the doctors say she doesn't 


have much longer." 


Elias pulled away from his father, head shaking violently side to side. "No..no, | refuse to believe that. She has 
to get better!" 


"Son, you have to..." 

Elias ran to his parents' room. Tears streamed down his face when he approached his mother's sleeping form. 
Fingers reached out to brush the locks of sweat-dampened hair out of her eyes. He crouched down on his 
knees, his head laying on the edge of the bed by her pale hand. 

"You have to get better. | don't..you will get better." 

His father stood at the doorway and sighed. 

Elias felt his mother stir under his head. He sat up and glanced at her face. 

"Elias? Is.is that you?" 

His hand went up to brush away the tears from his face. "Yes mother, it's me." 


His mother's hand reached out for Elias' hand. Elias let her find it and squeezed tightly on the frail hand. 


"You're getting so big, so much older than | remember. I'll regret not getting the chance to see you as an 


adult, married with little children." 

Elias shook his head. "You will see that. You're not going anywhere." 

His mother reached out to stroke the side of Elias' face. "Oh Elias, | know you want to believe that but | can 
feel it in my bones. I'm not much longer for this world. So | want to make sure you know that | love you, that 
| will always be proud of how you handle yourself around other people. It takes a brave man to not resort to 
violence to solve things." 


Elias bit his lip to stop it from quivering. "Please, you can't go. | need you." 


"I know, and it pains me to know that it will hurt you forever. | would never wish that upon anyone, especially 


not on my only son" 
His mother leaned back on the pillow, tears filling her eyes. 

Elias couldn't hold it back anymore and grabbed a hold of his mother, sobbing into the folds of the blanket 
One last breath was heard in the room. 


Deafening silence filled Elias' ears. He pulled away and tried to get his mother to respond. "Mother? Mother! 
Say something!" 


His father touched his back. "Elias, she's..she's gone." 


Sobs racked Elias' tiny form. "No..no, it can't be. She can't... 


9 EE EE 


Tears streamed down Tony's face. He bit his lip and grasped his chest. "That's not right. That shouldn't have 
happened. Not to you, not that young." 


Elias‘ torturous cries filled the air, creasing the water, and Tony couldn't bring himself to wash it away with 


the flick of his hand. 


He wiped away the tears from his face and tried to calm the breaths gasping out of his chest. Eyes searched 


around for other gods, hoping there was one around to comfort him. 
But there was no one. 


"| can't let this happen. | can't... 


Tony stopped talking. An idea hit him square between the eyes. Fear coursed through his veins; to do that was 
forbidden. If they found out, he would be punished harshly. 


He glanced back down at Elias' crying form, and decided that he didn't care. 


His eyes slipped shut, power crackled around his being, focusing all his power at that tiny house in the middle 


of nowhere. 


IK 
His father tried to pull him off his mother's dead body but Elias refused to move. 


A gasp filled the small room. 


Elias pulled up in shock. "Mother?" 


His mother gasped again, months of sickness vanished away in a matter of minutes. Frail hands became strong, 


the blindness that covered her eyes all but gone. 

His father's eyes went wide. "Oh God! Its a..my God, it's a miracle!" 

Elias swallowed hard and reached out to touch his mother again. "Mother?" 

His mother sat up in bed and smiled at him, her skin warm under Elias' hand. "Yes, it's me. | can see you again!" 
Elias launched himself into her waiting arms and cried. "I knew it, | knew you wouldn't leave me." 

His mother chuckled. "It seems you were the only one who did. And I'm glad that | had someone who believed" 
Elias burrowed in tighter to hear his mother's heartbeat again. "Always." 

KEKEKE 

Tony grinned and brushed the remaining tears from his face. "Much better." 

He sat back down and watched the family come back together again, his heart beating in time to theirs. 


Lurking in the nearby bushes, another god, carefully hidden, frowned at the display. He wondered why Tony had 


interfered with fate like this and committed such a sin. 

He shook his head and vowed to inform the elders. This must not continue. 

FEFE 

A shake to his arm brought Tony out of the realms of sleep. He rubbed at his eyes and looked up at Jani. 
"What the? Did | oversleep again?" 

Jani shook his head. "No, it's not that. It's the elders; they want to see you about something." 

Tony rolled over to lie on his back and sighed. "I have a feeling | know what it's about." 

"You do?" 


The brunette sighed and sat up in bed. "| helped a mortal." 


"You what?" Jan's eyes bugged out. "Tony, why?" 


Tony smiled, remembering the event again. "| didn't want him to be unhappy. His mother was dying and he'd 
already been beaten up by others. | wanted.. wanted him to be happy.” 


"Who? Some mortal?" 


Tony nodded. "Yeah, a mortal child. A mortal that finally gave me the pleasure of knowing that humanity does 


have honest people among them. One that doesn't always have to resort to violence. 
Jani sighed and sat next to Tony on the bed. "Tony, there are plenty of mortals who exhibit that. Why him?" 
"It won't make any sense to you" 

“Try me! 


Tony turned to his side to look straight into Jani's eyes. "He made me feel again. | wept with joy when his 


mother awoke again from death. | haven't felt that in a long time." 
"But Tony, changing fate has severe consequences. You could be banished" 


| know." Tony sighed and looked down at his hands, tongue licking his dry lips. "And | would do it again if | had 


to. | want to feel again, Jani. I've felt dead for far too long." 
A knock on the door caused them both to jump. Jani got to his feet and answered it. 
"Stand aside, Jani," ordered the guard towering over him. "We're here to collect Tony." 


Jani sighed and let the guard walk past him. Tony rose to his feet and had his hands bound by a magic 


stopping material. 
"Are the bonds really necessary? He's going willingly.” 


The guard stopped and turned around to face Jani. "It doesn't matter, he could still hurt others later. All 


members who break the rules are bound this way. No exceptions." 

Jani nodded and watched Tony be carted off. Another guard approached him. 
"You will come with us as well. You are needed as a witness to the proceedings." 
Jani arched an eyebrow at him. "| assume | don't need to be bound?" 


The guard shook his head. "Of course not, you aren't a criminal, just a witness. But | would suggest that you 


don't interfere, for your sake." 


3 EEK 


Tony took a deep breath and walked into the trial area. They rarely had to use it for anything other than 


informal meetings. He couldn't remember the last time it was used for an actual trial. 
Benches lined the back wall for witnesses, while the front area housed three boxes, one for each of the elders. 


Tony turned around to spot several of his acquaintances waiting for it to start. They avoided his eye contact, 
preferring to stare past him. Jani was the only one who watched him, like he always had since they were 


young: 

The elders filed into the room, the people in back stood in acknowledgment and then sat when the elders sat. 
Tony sighed and stared up at them. 

"You are accused of changing fate, one that you had no right to change. How do you plea?" 

A smile played on Tony's lips. "Guilty." 

The first elder sat forward in his box. "You admit this freely?" 


Tony nodded. "Of course. What's the point in lying? You already know that | did it and there's nothing | can say 
to change it." 


The second elder's eyebrow rose. "And you feel no guilt for this? No sense of remorse?" 
Tony chuckled to himself. "Not at all. | did what | thought was best." 
The third elder glared at Tony. "And you would do it again if given the chance?" 


"Yes, | would. That boy didn't deserve what fate had given him. Most deserve what they get, he did not. If that 


came up again, | would act the same way." 


The first elder looked over at the other two before speaking. "Then you will be punished for your crimes, and 
for your boldness. The usual forms are not going to be used here. Instead, we will set an example with your 


actions." 
The second elder rose to his feet. "You will be banished from this land, forever to walk as a mortal until your 
life is extinguished. Your powers will be stripped and you will never be able to contact any of us for assistance. 


Is that clear?" 


Tony's mouth hung open in shock before regaining his senses. "I am to be punished this way for helping just 


one mortal, while others helped armies of mortals before receiving this kind of punishment?" 

"If you had felt anything but joy for your actions, then maybe we would have given you a more lenient 
sentence." The third elder snorted at Tony. "But you did not, and the punishment stands. You will meet us at 
the gates in one hour. If you fail to show up, we will terminate your existence immediately." 

The elders stood and walked out of the room, leaving Tony still staring up at the boxes. 

Jani sighed and gripped Tony on the shoulder. "I don't know what to say." 


Tony turned to him and smiled. "You don't have to say anything. | deserve this, | guess.” 


Jani hesitated and then grabbed Tony to hold him in an embrace. Tony felt the warmth of friendship fill him 
for that brief moment. They pulled away and looked at each other. 


"Goodbye Jani, | shall miss you." 
The redhead nodded, a frown appearing on his face. "And | you." 


9 EEE KK 


The elders gathered at the gates and waited. Several people had come to see Tony off but the man himself 


was absent. 


One of the elders turned to a nearby guard. "If he does not show up in the next five minutes, | want him drug 


here by force." 
Tony chuckled. "There's no need for that. I'm right here." 
The third elder glared at him. "Why must you defy our authority any chance you get?" 


Tony smiled at him. "Because | can, and it's not like you can really punish me any further than you already 
have. Sure, you could execute me, but what would the highest elder think?" 


The first elder sighed. "Very well, you are hereby banished from here, and all your powers will be stripped." 
Tony snorted at him. "I never used them much anyway." 
The second elder stepped forward. "Without your powers, you will age like the mortals below.’ 


Tony nodded. "I know," he stroked his bare chin, "maybe | can finally grow a beard? They look so interesting on 
others." 


Jani chuckled and all three elders glared at him. 

"Um, sorry. | found it funny" 

Tony turned around and looked over at Jani. "tm glad someone did" 

The elders got close together in order to prepare for Tony's removal of power. 

Tony watched them with curiosity. "Am | permitted two questions before you do this? Or is that forbidden?" 
The first elder looked over at the other two. "I do not see why not, but be quick about it" 


Tony nodded and glanced over at Mikko. "Let me guess, you're the one who turned me in, arent you? A 


brownoser like you can't resist something so juicy." 

Mikko glared. "Yes, it was me. And | hope you die down there." 

Tony chuckled and wiggled his finger at him. "Careful, that's going to earn you penance." 
The second elder sighed. "What is the second question? We do not have all day." 


Tony nodded. "Of course, people to watch and all that. Anyway, my question is for you three. Will my memories 


of this place be wiped out once you remove my powers?" 


The third elder shook his head. "No, they will not. It is not like anyone down there will ever believe you used to 


be a god anyway. You will be labeled as crazy and nothing else." 
"So I'm permitted to tell them, even if they don't believe me?" 


The second elder scoffed. "You can do whatever you want done there. Though for your sake, | would probably 
not reveal that right away." 


Tony nodded and readied himself, unsure of what was going to happen. "Let's do this. Oh and Jani, my pond wil 
need to be up kept, assuming it ever gets used again" 


"IIl take care of it.” Jani smiled and walked beside him. "Be careful" 
Tony laughed. "No, that doesn't sound like me." 
Jani rolled his eyes at him and returned back to the others. "Do it anyway, for my sake." 


The elders’ power crackled around them, enveloping Tony's body and no one else. Tony took a deep breath and 


wondered where he'd end up. 


Chapter 2 


A loud splash rippled on the tiny lake. Tony bobbed to the surface and gasped for a breath. His eyes wandered 


around the area before snorting. 
He looked up at the sky and screamed. "Getting reborn via water! Where have | seen that before?" 
Little shivers racked his body and he frowned. "What the? Why is my body acting this way?" 


A dirt covered man peeked out from under the bridge and called out. "You're cold. That lake is freezing this 


time of year." 


Tony looked over at him and cocked his head to the side. "Wow, interesting. What happens if | stay out here? 
Will it get worse?" 


The bum blinked at him a few times. "You'll die. Unless that's your goal?" 
"Oh, that's not good. | have so much to do before that. | suppose | should get to the shore." 
"Yeah. You're not from around here, are you?" 


Tony chuckled and swam across the lake to the land "You could say that. | would tell you where I'm from, but 


| doubt you'd believe me." 
The bum shrugged. "Whatever." 


The brunette watched the man crawl back under the bridge, leaving him alone. He sighed and finished making 
his way to the land. Tired legs climbed out of the water and collapsed on the shore. 


"Damn, that's hard work | don't remember it being that hard in the past. Then again, | was probably using my 
powers in some way. I'll have to remember that for the future." 


The bum poked his head out again. "Who are you talking to?" 
Tony glanced over at him. "Myself, why?" 
"Well, usually sane people don't do that. Or at least not within earshot of someone else." 


"Oh, right, sorry. I'm still learning, it's a new experience for me. Though | could do without this shivering body. 


It's making my teeth..ch-chatter.” 


"You need to get warm before you freeze to death." 


Tony grimaced. "That doesn't sound like a happy way to die. Where can | get warm? These are my only 
clothes." 


The bum sighed. "Usually by a fire" 

"Oh! That makes sense 

Tony pointed at a patch of grass and waited 

The bum cocked his head to the side. "What are you doing?" 

Tony frowned and then it hit him. "Ohl Oh, of course. | can't create a fire like that anymore. Damn" 


"You used to create fires by pointing? You're defintely not from around here. Look, | have a fire going under 


the bridge. It's not much, but it will help you dry off" 
Tony stared at him. "Really? But.but you don't even know me." 


The bum shrugged. "Does it matter? You're cold and | have a fire. If you don't want it, then keep freezing out 


here. | don't care either way: 
Tony's eyebrow rose. "Well, Im thinking that | should probably take you up on your offer" 
"You think? Come on, its just under the bridge” 

FEEFEE 


Tony followed the short man under the bridge, marveling at the construction overhead. It looked so boring 


when he saw it from above but underneath it became awe inspiring. 

"Wow, every little beam fits into place so neatly. How beautiful to look at every day." 
The bum snorted. "Not really. Its just a bridge. Pretty boring." 

He pointed at the small pit of fire for Tony to sit close to. 


Tony nodded and sat next to the fire and put his hands out. He quickly took them back and moaned. "Ouch! That 
hurts!" 


The bum laughed at him. "You're not supposed to put them in the fire, just by it” 


"Right, | knew that." 


Tony rubbed at his red hands and watched the bum putter around in the corner of his eyes. "Um, thanks for 


letting me sit by your fire. It was very thankful of you,..l dont know your name 
The bum smiled "Its Henrik, but no one ever calls me that. They usually call me Henkka" 

Tony cocked his head to the side. "Hen-kka. Interesting name. Hen-kka Hen-kka Hen-kka" 

Henkka eyed him with a pained look. "Yes, that's my name. No need to wear it out! 

"Oh yeah. Sorry again’ 

"So what's yours?" 

Tony glanced over at him. “It's Tonicathenon Kallusions Kakosceuan" 

Henkka stared at him. “Is that all? | dort think Im going to remember that! 

Tony chuckled and rubbed his cold shoulders. "Yeah, most people don't. My friends call me Tony for short" 
"Ah, that's much easier. Nice to meet you, Tony’ 


Tony swallowed hard and gripped at his stomach. "What the heck? Why is my stomach hurting like this? | 
haven't done anything to it” 


Henkka sat next to Tony by the fire. "When's the last time you ate something? You could be hungry.” 
"Oh, that could be. | don't think | had anything before they dropped me here. What should | eat?" 
"Dropped you here?" 


Tony nodded, pointing up. "Yeah, from the sky. | know it sounds ridiculous, but its true. Before this, | was bored 
out of my mind up there, watching down" 


Henkka looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "Why are you here? Did they kick you out?" 
"You believe me?" 


Henkka chuckled. "Not in the slightest, but | figured it might be an interesting story to hear. It's not like we 


have much in the way of entertainment down here. 


Tony stared at him before descending into giggles. "I think l'm starting to like you, Henkka. You're not like anyone 


I've ever met before." 


Henkka did a mock bow. "My pleasure. So what happened above?" 


Tony played with a rock on the ground. "Like you said, | was kicked out. | did the one thing you aren't supposed 
to do up there - interfere with a mortal's fate. We were only tasked with watching it unfold, nothing else." 


The bum frowned at him. "That doesn't seem right. So you let people die and become sick and just.watched?" 

"I know, but it's been that way for as long as | can remember. Well, | saw this boy getting hurt by others but 
he refused to fight back. | was so impressed by this young man that | continued to watch him. Thanks to the 
bullies, his mother's medicine bottle was broken. Without it, she died. | didn't want that to happen, so | brought 
her back from the dead." 

"Whoa, you can do that?" 

Tony smiled. "Oh yeah, even though we're not supposed to. Or at least | could, | have no powers down here." 


Henkka nodded. "So your..bosses found out?" 


"Yes, another of my kind told them what I'd done. At first | was scared, but after | thought about it | realized 
| would do it again if given the chance. | wanted that little boy to be happy." 


"Makes sense to me. Is this..is this the normal punishment for this sort of thing? It seems a little severe. It 


was just one person" 


Tony shook his damp hair. "Not normally, but | think they've been wanting to get rid of me for a while. I'm.well, 
a bit of a trouble maker. I've never really fit in up there. | didn't think or act like them and pretty much defied 


their orders when | had the chance." 


Henkka chuckled. "Sounds like me when | was a teenager. | hated authority and | always defied it. Good to know 


there are others out there who would do the same." 
Tony smiled at him and looked down at the fire. "I only found one that shared some of those feelings, but he's 
up there still. | wonder if he's watching me or not? | sort of gave him a clue about it before | was sent down 


here." 


"He probably is. I'd imagine quite a few are watching you, to see what you do down here. | can't see someone 


that controlling not monitoring the one they've cast out." 
"Really? Interesting. Now I'm the insignificant bug for them to watch. How ironic?" 


Henkka laughed. "It looks like we're both bugs for them to watch. Now, to get back to your hurting stomach, 


we need to get you something to eat. | don't have much, but you're more than welcome to share my old 


bread. 

"Old bread?" 

"Yeah, it's pretty much what | get from bumming around. | don't have any money, so | make do’ 

Tony looked over at him. "Money. Oh, to buy stuff with?" 

Henkka nodded. "Exactly. | don't have any skills so | cant get a job, and | don't feel right robbing people. 
Tony frowned. "So you never leave this place?" 


"Yeah, when | run out of food, but only then. The outside is a frightening place sometimes, robbers and thieves 


and such. | only go out when | have To.” 
"Hmmm, | see. But there is a town nearby?" 


Henkka nodded and passed a chunk of bread over to Tony. "Yeah, about a mile down the road. It's small, but it 


might have some work for you." 


Tony nodded. "I hope so, as I'll probably need money to find him. | just wish | knew where he was. I've only seen 
glimpses of his town and it pretty much looked like any other town" 


The bum patted him on the shoulder. "I'm sure you'll find him, | know it" 


3 EEE 


Tony awoke to a stiff back He grimaced and sat up in the grass covered ground. Sores filled the air and Tony 


chuckled in Henkka's general direction 


Birds chirped in the distance and Tony climbed up to his feet to investigate. He stood there in awe of the 


sunrise shining across the lake, birds swimming in the glittering water. 


"Wow, this is so beautiful. | wish we had something this majestic back home..not like I'm going back but still. | 
wouldn't have been as bored with this." 


Henkka chuckled and crawled out. "Are you talking to yourself again?" 
Tony blushed. "Yeah, sorry. | hope | didn't wake you." 
The bum stretched his sore muscles. "No, it's ok. | needed to get up anyway.’ 


Tony made his way to the lake and reached down to wash the dirt off his face. He scratched at his chin and 


frowned. 

Henkka watched him with curiosity. "What's the matter? Hungry again?" 
"No, my face itches. Do you think it's still dirty?" 

"Looks like stubble to me. It's just your beard growing," 

Tony's eyes lit up. "Oh! I've always wanted to experience that." 


Henkka laughed at him. "Its no big deal, I've been growing mine for years." He stopped to rub his long beard. 
‘Mostly because | don't really have anything to shave it with." 


Tony giggled. "I's not allowed up there, probably because we don't really age." 
Henkka's eyes bugged out. "Seriously? Does that mean you're like a hundred or something?" 


"Could be, I'm not sure. | could be even older. Up there, you really don't notice the passage of time, it just 
happens." 


"But wait, if thats true, time could be different. Then your boy could be a teenager by now, or even older." 


Tony looked over at him. "Wow, | never thought about that. He could very well be. | bet he'd be a stunning 


teenager. Long brown hair and deep brown eyes, strong arms from working every day.mmmm." 


Henkka arched an eyebrow. "But he also could still be a young boy. And I hope you don't feel that same kind of 


lust for a small child or I'm going to have to wonder about you." 
Tony blinked a few times. "Lust? I..Well, | care about him. Um, is that lust?" 


"It could be. Though there's nothing wrong with liking someone, | kind of draw the line when they're not old 
enough to drink." 


Tony's eyes went wide. "Oh..oh! No, no, no. | don't feel that way for Elias. | just.! guess picturing him older 
sounded..interesting. That's all." 


Henkka chuckled at the blush creeping across Tony's face. "Fair enough, | was just curious." 
"Right, so l'll.um, be going then 
The bum nodded and patted Tony on the shoulder. "Yeah, | guess so. Um, good luck and! hope you find him." 


"Thanks, | hope so too." 


Tony stood up and stretched before walking along the water to the dirt road in front of him. He stopped 
midway and looked back. Henkka was still standing in the same spot; his head hung down, staring at the ground. 


"Henkka?" 
The bum's head shot up. "Yeah?" 

"Do you want to come with? That way | don't get lost and end up in yet another lake. 
Henkka chuckled. "And be without a fire to burn yourself in" 

Tony laughed. "That too. So, um, will you join me?" 


Henkka thought for a minute and turned around to disappear under the bridge. A few seconds passed when he 


reemerged with a coat and pack on. 
The brunette cocked his head to the side. "What's with the stick and cloth" 


Henkka eyed him back. "It's my things. | don't have much, but they could be useful, and I'm not leaving them 


here for other bums." 
Tony smiled. "Glad you're coming with me. | would miss you if | did it alone.” 
The bum blushed under the thin layer of dirt on his face. "Um, yeah. You're welcome." 


3 EEE 


The walk was uneventful for the most part. Henkka would stop walking so Tony could marvel at yet another 


‘pretty tree" as he called it. Though the fun started when they arrived in town. 
Tony stopped short and gasped. "Wow! Look at this place. It's so.it's so..'m not really sure how to describe it" 
Henkka snorted beside him. "Boring? Lifeless? Dull?" 


Tony rolled his eyes. "No, its exciting! People milling about and animals all over the place, so much stuff to look 


at. Where should we start?" 


The bum pointed to a building in the middle of town. Wooden steps were half decayed and crumbling, patches of 
worn off black paint lined the outsides of it. 


"The bar." 


Tony frowned. "The bar?" 

"Yeah, the bar. | could use a stiff drink right about now" 

"A drink of what? You have water in your container. 

"OF liquor, Tony" 

Tony's eyes went wide. *But.but you drink while out of prayer? Wow! 


Henkka raised an eyebrow. "Prayer? You drink ale in prayer? Damn, | would have been praying every day if that 


was the case." 
Tony shook his head. "No, it was wine. And it was only once a week. Just a sip." 


Henkka grinned and patted Tony on the shoulder. "This will be a bit more than a sip, if | have anything to say 
about it" 
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Tony squinted in the darkened room and tried to look around for Henkka. The bum had already walked past him 
to the counter and was busy chatting with the bartender. 


He approached the two with caution, unsure of what to say. "Um, Henkka?" 
Henkka motioned for him to sit down. "Pull up a chair, | think I've found you a place to work" 
Tony's eyes went wide. "Really? Where?" 


The bartender chimed in "Here. | need a barmaid. Usually | would prefer a girl, but lately we've been having 
less than savory individuals stop by. | wouldn't want her to get hurt. You look sturdy enough to be fine.” 


Tony opened his mouth but nothing came out. 


Henkka patted Tony on the shoulder. "Don't worry about it, I'll be here to keep an eye on you. H's easy work. If 
| didn't love drinking the stuff so much, it would be my dream job." 


"Um, ok. What do | do?" 
Henkka slid over a mug of ale to him. "First, you celebrate. Work starts tomorrow, so we've got all night" 


"But..but.but how are we paying for these? | don't have any money and neither do you." 


The bartender smiled at him. "You work for me, | don't mind it during off hours. Though if | catch you drinking 


while working | will be very displeased” 

Tony gulped at the penetrating stare the bartender fixed on him. "Oh..of course. | won't" 
"Atta boy. Try not to let this bum make you drink too much." 

Henkka grinned. "I promise nothing. Drink up, Tony. Its going to get warm." 


Tony stared down at the cold mug with trepidation He'd never had ale before, just sips of wine. He studied it 
before bringing the glass up to his mouth. Froth from the head tickled his nose when he took a sip. 


A cough rang out in the dusty bar, followed by Henkka hitting Tony on the back hard 
"You ok? It's not that strong” 

Tony gulped for air and grimaced. "That's.it burns.cuch... 

The bartender laughed at him. “First time?" 


Tony nodded and pushed the glass to the side. "Yeah. I've only had small sips of wine before this, and that was 


sacramental wine once a week." 

"You're a man of god?" 

Tony laughed. "Sort of. | was..well, kicked out of my group." 

The bartender chuckled and winked. "Too much of a troublemaker for the group?" 

"Yeah, you could say that. | found their ways boring so | did something that | thought was right. They didn't 
think so, because it violated the rules, so they kicked me out. The funny thing is, I'm happier now than | was 
there." 

Henkka smiled to himself and took another long drink from his ale. 


A man sat down next to Henkka. "Always nice to see a smile on your face, Henkka" 


The bum blushed and looked down. "Yeah, um, | was just..um, getting my friend a job. I'll leave if you want me 


to." 


The man smiled and shook his head, accepting ale from the bartender. "No, I'd rather you stayed. And you have 


a new friend?" 


Tony looked around Henkka and gasped. "Wow, you're..beautiful.” 


The bartender chuckled. "That would be Sheriff Marko. He makes all the girls swoon, but you're the first to 


call him beautifull." 


Marko left his seat by Henkka and walked over to Tony. "You can call me Make. Marko's just my given name. 
And you are?" 


Tony took in the man's delicate, beautiful features. Long, brown hair sat on top of broad shoulders. The thing 
that got Tony the most were his intense blue eyes, the kind he'd never seen before. 


He gulped. "I'm..um, Toricathenon..Tony, you can call me Tony." 


Marko grinned and reached out his hand. "Pleasure to meet you, Tony. Anyone who's a friend of Henkka's is a 
friend of mine." 


Tony looked down at it with confusion "Oh, thanks” 

The sheriff arched an eyebrow. "Aren't you going to shake my hand?" 
"Right..sure” 

Tony grabbed Marko's hand with both of his and wiggled it around the air. 
Henkka leaned up against the bar and started to laugh. 

Tony frowned. " didn't do that right, did I?" 


Marko chuckled and grabbed Tony's hand to shake it the correct way. "That's how you do it. You're not from 


around here, are you?" 
"Not really," he mumbled. "Its complicated to explain’ 


Marko smiled. "Well, if Henkka already trusts you enough to get a job for you, you're obviously ok by me. Can | 
buy you a drink?" 


Tony glanced down at his mostly full glass. "Actually, no thanks. | don't think I'm going to have another one." 


Henkka laughed. “Trust me, once you've had enough of them, they don't burn as much." He downed his glass in 
one gulp. "But considering you're working tomorrow, its probably a good idea not to anyway. | was just trying 
to loosen you up, that's all - you've been worrying too much, Tony. Everything will be fine and we'll find your 


boy. 


The brunette nodded. "I know, l'm just anxious to find out how he is." 

Marko cocked his head to the side. "Boy? You have a kid out there?" 

Tony stared down at the bar. "Not really, its complicated. Basically | did this good deed for a kid, whom | felt 
for, and made him happy. The problem is, | don't know where he is anymore. It was all so much easier up 
there. Down here is so huge, that | wonder if I'll ever find him." 


"Up there? Like in the mountains?" 


Henkka shook his head at Marko. "More like up in the sky. As crazy as it sounds he used to be some kind of 
god, but got kicked out because he helped this boy." 


The bartender's eyebrows rose together. "A god? You sure you haven't been hitting the sauce a little too 


much, Henkka?" 


| wasn't even buzzed when | met him. He just splashed down from the sky into the lake. How else do you 


explain him suddenly appearing out of thin air? lts not like he flew there as a bird” 

Marko faced Tony. "Can you prove you're a god? Like do something flashy?" 

Tony shook his head sadly. "No, | can't. They stripped my powers when they sent me down here. The only thing 
they left was my memories, thinking | would just be thought of as crazy and never believed. But Henkka 
believes me and that's all | need’ 

The bum blushed despite himself. "Yeah, um, thanks. 

Marko chuckled and gripped Henkka on the shoulder. "You old softy.” 

The blush grew deeper. "Quit that, Make. lm not kidding!" 

The sheriff laughed harder. "Your face is growing redder by the second Where are you two staying tonight?" 


Tony piped in. "At the lake.” 


"You're going all the way back there in the middle of the night?" Marko frowned at him. "I won't hear of it. You 


can stay with me, | have a small place just outside of town" 
Henkka shook his head. "No thank you." 


| knew you were going to say that, but I'm not letting you walk all the way back in the middle of the night. | 


would never forgive myself if something.well, if something were to happen to you." 


Henkka pointed above him. "There's a room upstairs for Tony to stay in, its fine for both of us." 
Marko snorted. "I've seen that room, it's tiny. It's perfect for one man and that's it. Tony can stay there, but 
you need somewhere to say. And l'm offering you to stay at my place. It doesn't have to be forever, just until 


you two get enough money together. It's definitely better than freezing by the lake." 


"Right, and it's definitely not about that other thing we do at your place, right? Save it Make, I'm staying with 
Tony." 


Marko sighed. "I'd be lying if | said no, but it's more than that. | haven't seen you in months. | half wondered if 
you were still alive or not, but could never work up the courage to hike to the lake to see. And here you are 
with a new friend and a smile on your face. Of course | want to spend time with you like that.” Another sigh 
escaped his lips. "l.l care about you, whether you believe it or not. You mean more to me than just..for that" 
Tony looked between the two men. "That? What's that?" 

Henkka looked up. "Stay out of it, Tony." 

"But, | just wanted to know what...” 

"Sex." 

Tony looked over at Marko. "Sex? Oh! Fornication, making babies, that sort of thing." 

Marko chuckled and shook his head. "Not quite. Some people have sex for a release, while others have it 
because they have feelings for someone, and others still do it to make babies. For Henkka and me, it's the 


middle one. Well, for me at least." 


Tony cocked his head to the side, a look of confusion spreading across his face. "You and Make? But..but, you're 
both men" 


Henkka sighed. "Yes Tony, we're both men. And will burn in hell for eternity so the bible says." 


The brunette shook his head. "No, that's not what | meant. It doesn't matter to me what you do together, | 


was just.well, just wondering how you did it" 
Marko chuckled, eyes twinkling as he did so. "Very carefully" 

Henkka rolled his eyes at the sheriff *It's.well, its trickier with two guys but i's still possible’ 
Tony nodded. "Can | watch?" 


Marko leaned back and howled with laughter. Henkka covered his face with his hands to hide the 


embarrassment. 
The brunette watched them before speaking. "| guess that's a no?" 
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Henkka bid Tony a farewell at the bar and followed Marko back to his place. A million thoughts rang out in his 
head and none of them made any sense. Why was Marko interested in him? He wasn't much to look at, and 


Marko could have anyone he wanted. Why him? Why always him? 


Marko chuckled. "Quit worrying, Henkka. You know I'm not going to do anything you don't want me to do. You're 
just staying at my place, that's all." 


"Yeah, | know. But we end up doing it anyway, you know that as well as | do." 

Marko sighed and opened his front door to let Henkka in. "Thats true, but can you for once stop making me 
feel so bad for liking you? Can't you just accept that someone cares about you without assuming they're just 
using you? That's all | ask, Henkka" 

Henkka nodded and said nothing. 


Marko watched him for a few seconds before heading to the back of the house. 


The bum paced the room and wondered why he was even here. He was tired of always being talked into staying 


here when he was perfectly fine at the lake. Why did Marko have such a pull on him? 


Henkka sighed and shook his head for the tenth time in five minutes. He was better off alone, better off 
without the pressure of all this. 


Marko came back into the room and sighed at the frown on Henkka's face. "I've drawn the bath if you want to 


clean up." 
Henkka nodded and walked past Marko to the back without a word. 


"You're welcome," mumbled Marko at the empty room. 
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Henkka toed out of his worn shoes and started to unbutton his shirt. He stared at the wall and tried to think 
of a way out of this situation Everything inside told him to run away and never come back. And yet, here he 
was, still staying with Marko like he always had. He bit his lip and willed his cock from getting hard at the 
thought of Marko naked in this very bathtub. 


Marko peeked his head in and watched Henkka. He swallowed the lump in his throat. "Need anything else?" 
Henkka shook his head and stepped into the tub, the hot steam pooling around his body when he sat down. 

"Ok, I'll, um.just go then" 

The bum sighed and grabbed a handful of soap to clean up with. He rubbed it into his sore muscles, scrubbing 
off a few weeks worth of dirt and filth. Several times over the past weeks he'd thought about just cleaning 
himself in the lake, but the same thing stopped him every time. If he was dirty, then maybe Marko would get 
the hint, and just leave him alone. 


It never worked. 


If anything, it made Marko want him more than ever. Now he had an excuse to get Henkka naked without 


having to seduce him first. 


Henkka leaned his head on the lip of the tub and stretched out. He'd always wondered how someone so tall as 


Marko could ever fit into something this small. It was even a little small for Henkka at times. 
He shrugged his tense shoulders and decided he didn't care. 
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Marko laid in bed and stared up at the ceiling. A frown crossed his face every time he heard a long moan 


from the bathroom down the hall. His eyes drifted shut, images of past occurrences filling his brain. 


A smile crossed his face when he remembered the first time he'd had sex with Henkka, years ago, when they 


were still teenagers. They'd grown up with each other; their parent's farms not that far from each other. 
At first they were friends, but it soon became apparent that the feelings were deeper. 
To Marko, at least. 


Half the time he could never figure out what Henkka was thinking. He'd say one thing and do the other. It 
frustrated the hell out of him because he never knew how to act around him anymore. It used to be so much 
easier before that time. Times hanging out at the lake, laying back on the grass and watching the stars in awe. 
No other care except how to pass the time after school was out. 


But now, it was like they were strangers to each other. Like Henkka had somehow been replaced with one that 


looked like him but acted like someone else. 


Marko wanted his Henkka back. The one that would stay up late with him, talking about whatever. Not the one 


that avoided him at every turn and made him feel like shit for even considering to spent time with him. 


Marko hoped that his new friend Tony would help with that. Open Henkka back up, help him be not be so bitter 
all of the time. Tonight in the bar was the first time in a long time he'd has seen Henkka laughing and joking 
without being completely drunk first. He'd missed that smile. He secretly prayed it would continue. 
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Henkka shuffled into Marko's bedroom, wearing a towel around his waist and one over his shoulders. He sighed 
and stared down at the pile of clean clothes Make had put out for him. Small hands picked them up and pulled 
them on, unsurprised that they fit perfectly. 


Marko opened his eyes when he felt the bed shift under him. He turned his head to the side to spot Henkka 


reclining next to him. Bright blue eyes stared downward, waiting for Marko to do something 
"Feel better?" 

Henkka nodded. "Yeah, my muscles needed a hot bath. Tharks" 

"You're welcome. Im sure you're pretty tired, so why don't be just call it a night?" 

The bum looked up and frowned. "Huh?" 


Marko snorted. "Isn't that what you wanted me to say? | know you don't want to do this anymore, so l'm not 


going to push. We'll just share a bed, that's all." 
Henkka's frown deepened. "Right, ok" 
The sheriff waited for something more and then turned to his left to snuff out the light on the table. 


Henkka stared at Marko in the darkness, half wondering if he would go back on his word. The frown deepened 
some more when Marko's soft snores were heard beside him. He sighed and closed his eyes, a dull ache 


throbbing in his chest. 
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At some point in the middle of the night Henkka woke up and couldn't fall back to sleep. He'd forgotten that sex 
with Marko always knocked him out for the full night. Not having any just made him restless and unable to 


relax. 


He glanced down at Marko's arm slung around his waist and sighed. Even in his sleep, Marko still wanted to hold 
him. Fingers traced over the top of Marko's hand, pushing it over to rub circles into the palm. Henkka bit his 
lip and slid his fingers against Marko's, interlocking them together. He squeezed the hand tightly and brought it 
up to his lips to kiss the knuckles. 


Marko groaned, unable to keep it inside. 

Henkka snorted. "I should have known you'd be awake too." 

The tips of Marko's fingers traced over Henkka’s lips. "Can't sleep.” 
"Yeah..me either." 


Marko's fingers slid down Henkka's chin to stroke his freshly cleaned beard. "ls there anything you want to do 


about it? I'm open for suggestions." 


Henkka snorted and turned around in Marko's arms to face him. "Yeah, like | don't know what you want me to 


say. 


"Well, we're awake and judging by how dark it is through the windows, its not going to be daylight for several 
more hours. It's either that or us laying here staring at each other. I'm fine with either." 


Henkka licked his dry lips. "Why do you care for me?" 
Marko's eyebrow arched. "Does it matter?" 
"Yes, it does." 


"Well, we've known each other for years, even grown up together. It's natural for you to feel more for 


someone over time." 


Henkka sighed. "I know that, Make. But why me? You could have anyone you wanted in this world. Hell, even 


Tony would be a better choice than me." 
Marko smiled and brushed a strand of hair out of Henkka's eyes. "I'm not sure, my heart chose you." 


The bum blushed despite the anger building inside. "Dammit Make, don't do that. Don't make me feel for you. It 
will only lead you to getting hurt” 


"How do you know? You'd have to go out on a limb for something in order to get hurt, which you've never 
done. You guard up your feelings so much that | never see them unless you're drunk. What are you so afraid 
of? That you might actually care for me back?" 


Henkka sat up in bed and swung his legs over the side, intent on leaving. Marko grabbed his arm to stop him. 


"No, you're not running away from this again We need to deal with this, Henkka. Its only going to get worse 


over time.” 


Henkka yanked on his arm. "Let me go, Make." 

Marko shook his head and held on tighter. "Not a chance. Talk to me for once instead of leaving. Please?" 
"lm not fucking kidding. Let me go now!" 

"No, dammit! Do you care about me?" 

Henkka yanked on his arm again, tears filling his eyes. "Make, let me go." 

"Answer my question, do you care about me?" 

"No! Are you happy now?" 

Marko let go of Henkka's arm without any resistance. He stared down at his hand and frowned. "I see." 


Henkka got up from the bed and stripped off the clean clothes in favor of his dirty ones. He glanced back over 
at Make and frowned. 


Tears filled Marko's cast down eyes, hands reaching up absently to brush them away, refusing to look up as 


Henkka walked out of the room. 


The click of the outside door echoed through the tiny house. 


Chapter 3 


Tony was shaken awake from the bounds of sleep by a big hand. His eyes cracked open to look up at the 


bartender. 

"Rise and shine, sleepy head. Its time to get to work" 
"Already? Didn't | go to bed a couple hours ago?" 

The bartender chuckled at him. "More like eight hours ago." 
"Really? Weird, it doesn't feel like I've slept that long." 


"Either way, get dressed and meet me downstairs in ten minutes. There's a lot to do today, we're getting a 


new shipment of ale." 
Tony's eyes went wide. "Oh, how exciting!" 
The bartender laughed. "If you say so. I'll leave you to get cleaned up." 


Tony nodded and sat up in bed. He wondered how Henkka was, whether he and Make had sex or not. His 
shoulders shrugged before climbing out of bed to head for the bathroom. 
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Henkka wandered into the bar and smiled at the bartender. "Where's Tony?" 
"Getting ready. He should be down in a couple of minutes. Where's Make?" 

The bum sighed and stared down at the counter. "Probably at home in bed." 


The bartender was about to open his mouth to respond when Tony bound down the stairs with a grin on his 


face. 
'Henkkal Hey." 

Henkka chuckled at him. "Well, you're full of energy. Sleep well?" 
"Yeah, not too bad | was..whoa" 


Henkka raised an eyebrow at him. "What? Why are you staring at me?" 


Tony reached out slowly to stroke one of Henkka's long curls. "Wow, its so red | never realized it was this 


pretty.’ 

The bum blushed. "Yeah, it's red. | took a bath last night at Make's." 

"Oh! Cool. You look very pretty this way. Did you and Make have sex too?" 

The bartender covered a laugh with his hand and shuffled over to the door. 

Henkka sighed. "Stay out of it, Tony’ 

Tony frowned. "What's wrong? Did Marko do it wrong?" 

"No. Tony, just leave it alone” 

Tony shook his head. "I don't understand. You two seem to like each other a lot. What's the problem?" 
"Its more complicated than that 

Tony cocked his head to the side. "Why? You like him and he likes you, it seems pretty straightforward to me" 
The bartender chuckled. "It does to anyone with half a brain, except for these two, that is" 

Henkka glared at him. "Stay out of it, Steve" 


"No need to get your panties in a bunch, | was just stating the obvious. The same thing I've been saying since 


you two were teenagers." 
Tony frowned. "You and Make have been with each other since you were teenagers? Wow, that's a long time." 


Henkka slammed his hand on the bar counter. "We haven't been together! Dammit, leave it alone. | don't want to 


talk about it and yet you keep pushing." 
Tony backed away from him. "l'm.l'm sorry. Llll just go.-to work" 


The bum sighed the anger away. "Tony, wait! I'm sorry. | didn't. didn't mean to yell at you. | just didn't get 


very much sleep last night" 
The brunette nodded. "It's ok, | have to start work anyway." 


Henkka opened his mouth to say more but Tony had already walked away to follow Steve outside. He frowned 
and laid his head down on the bar, guilt eating away at him. 


OK 
Tony's eyes widened at the sight of the barrels. "Wow, that's a lot. How much do they weigh a piece?" 


Steve chuckled. "About a hundred pounds apiece. Usually | just haul them in myself, but now that you're here | 
don't have to." 


Tony hesitated. "l.l don't know if | can lift one of these by myself" 

"Give it a try. If you can't, then I'll give you a hand" 

The brunette nodded and leaned down, straight backed over the barrel. 

Steve stopped him. "Whoa there, you'll kill your back doing it like that. Bend your knees and lift with your legs." 
Tony reached for a barrel again, this time keeping his back relaxed and bending his legs and grabbing a hold. 
Steve stood beside him. "Now take a deep breath and try to pull it up.” 

Hands reached underneath and yanked it up off the floor. Tony's eyes went wide. "Wow, I'm strong." 


The bartender chuckled. "Don't get ahead of yourself, let's see if you can walk with it. | need it placed in the 
room to the left behind the bar." 


Tony's legs shuffled against the rough wood of the barrel, unused to the extra weight. "I think. think | can" 
"Are you sure? If you drop it, | will be very angry and it will come out of your wages 

Sweat drizzled down the side of Tony's face. "Yeah, | think | can. No problem’ 

Steve eyed him and nodded. Tony's feet shuffled on the dirt ground, knocking around dust with each step. 
"Oh! Oh wait, never mind, | got it" 

Steve released the trapped breath in his chest and reached down to grab a barrel for himself 
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Tony slumped against the bar and gasped for a breath. He managed to carry in three barrels and not drop a 
single one. Too bad his body had other plans, making him weak as a kitten in the process. 


"Damn, that's hard work" 


Henkka smiled at Tony. "I bet, but you did it all by yourself which is pretty awesome. | didn't know you could 


lift that much, seeing as how skinny you are." 


Tony smiled back "Me either. We didn't have physical activities up there. | mean, | swam occasionally but that's 
about it. | never dragged barrels or anything." 


Henkka nodded. "| was never built for that sort of thing, short arms and a pudgy body. Its not that helpful 


most times." 

Tony poked Henkka's belly with his finger. "Hee hee, it jiggles." 
The bum blinked a couple times. "Stop that, I'm not Santa Claus." 
"Santa Claus?" 

Henkka raised an eyebrow. "You've never heard of Santa Claus?" 
Tony shook his head. "Nope. Is he in this town? 


"No, he's a mythical figure. Drives a sleigh with reindeers during Christmas. Kids believe in him and such. He's 
got a large belly that jiggles." 


Tony laughed. “Like yours!" 

Henkka snorted. "Yes, like mine. Now quit making me giggle." 

"But you're smiling. | like it when you smile, it lights up your face." 
A blush covered Henkka's face. "Right, um, thanks." 


Tony winked at him and climbed off the stool. "I can see why Make likes you. You're very beautiful when you 


want to be." 
The blush spread faster on Henkka's face and Tony smiled, leaving the bum with his thoughts. 
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Steve took Tony aside. "Ok Tony, tonight is going to be a big night for us. It's the first day of the month and 


everyone will be in here drinking their wages away." 
Tony nodded. "Ok, I'm sure I'll be fine." 


"Just keep a cool head, that's all | ask There could be people in here that are not very friendly. Don't take 


offense to anything they say, just ignore it. Can you do that for me?" 
Tony frowned. "Why would they be unfriendly? Everyone that's come in so far has been nice to me." 


"Well, let's just say these people travel in from other towns to be menaces. Sheriff Make will be here later on 
to keep an eye on things, along with his deputy Frank. Just let him know if someone is trying to start a fight 
or if they bother you or other patrons. | really don't want to have to rebuild my place again. The last time 


there was a brawl here, it took a good solid two weeks to clean up all of the mess." 
Tony's eyes widened. "Whoa. So you want me to alert you when there's a problem?" 


Steve nodded. "Yes, and Make if you get the chance. The sooner we stop anything from getting too far out of 
hand the better." 


The brunette watched Steve walk behind the bar to get things ready. His eyes wandered over to the far right 
corner. There was a large sheet-covered object, and Tony had been wondering what was under it for the past 


week Every time he'd gotten close to peeking, Steve would always have another job for him to do. 


Tony glanced back over at Steve, who had walked into the back storeroom for something. He walked over to 
the object, eyes still watching Steve as he did so to make sure he didn't see him. Fingers touched the heavy 
cloth, years of dust coated the outside of it. 


He took a deep breath and pulled it slightly down to look underneath. At first he couldn't see anything, but then 
white and black colored keys appeared before his eyes. He couldn't stop the loud gasp from escaping his lips, 
the cloth falling to the ground to reveal an upright piano. 


Steve raced out of the back room. "Tony! What's wrong?" 


Tony blushed and glanced down. "Um, nothing. | just..'m sorry for uncovering it. | just. just wanted to know 
what was underneath." 


The bartender chuckled. "Yeah, it's a piano. Hasn't been used in many years. | used to have a guy come in 
every once and a while to entertain the patrons, but he hasn't been seen in years. | fear he's passed on, God 


rest his soul." 


Tony hesitated before asking. "Can |..can | try it out? | loved playing the organs when | was up there. Some said 
| was pretty good, but | think they were just being nice." 


Steve shrugged his shoulders. "I don't see why not. It's not like you're going to harm it in anyway. Its already 
old and falling apart." 


Tony placed his hands over the ivory keys, eyes closing in concentration and started to play. 


9 EEE KK 


Henkka walked through the town praying he didn't run into Marko. It had been a good week since he stayed 
over at the sheriff's house and he really didn't have the patience to deal with him today. 


He was about to walk into the bar to check on Tony when he stopped short. A sad melody wafted through the 
closed swing doors. His eyes went wide and he ran through the door at full speed. 


There in the corner was Tony playing the song on the piano, swaying to the sadness that churned within. 
Henkka's face twisted full of anger. "What the hell are you doing?" 
Tony stopped and looked back at him. "I was playing the piano. Did | do something wrong?" 


Steve stood in front of Tony to block him from Henkka. "He didn't mean any harm, Henkka. He's actually pretty 
good." 


"That's not the point, no one is supposed to be playing on it!" 

Tony stared at him, confused by the sudden outburst. "Why?" 

Steve turned to glance at Tony. "Henkka's father used to play on it. He was the one | was speaking about 
earlier. His father was an amazing piano player, used to get crowds from miles away to see him play. When he 
was killed years back, | promised his family that | would store it away. Well, Henkka's mother passed away 
earlier this year, so really there's nothing stopping me from letting you play on it." 


Henkka glared at him. "What about me? He was my father!" 


The bartender sighed and turned back to Henkka. "You're never around. You only come to town to get handouts 
and booze. If you were here every day instead of moping about Make, then maybe Id still honor it." 


Tony reached down and grabbed the cloth. "I'm sorry, I'll never play it again" 


Steve shook his head and stopped him. "No Tony, don't. Henkka has no right to stop you, especially since you're 


an amazing player." 

"But..but, | don't want Henkka mad at me. He's my friend." 

Henkka threw his hands in the air. "Fuck, do whatever! | don't care anymore." 
The bum stormed out of the bar, leaving the two men sighing in unison. 


3 RE EK KK 


Marko walked out of his office just as Henkka rushed from the bar. He frowned and chased after the angry 


man. 
"Henkka? Henkka, wait up! What's wrong?" 


The bum ground his teeth and kept running through the dirt-covered streets in the hopes of losing Marko at 


some point. 


Marko pumped his legs faster and overtook Henkka a few seconds later. He stopped him by grabbing his body 


to halt the momentum. 
Both gasped for breath while Henkka wiggled in Marko's arms trying to break free. 


"No, I'm not letting you go," Marko shook his head, holding tighter. "Not until you tell me whats wrong? The 


only time I've ever seen you run from the bar was that night a couple years ago." 
Henkka sighed and stared at the ground, tears filling his eyes. "I could have protected him. |..was..! just froze." 
“Tony? Did something happen to Tony?" 


The bum shook his head and choked back a sob. "No, my father. | could have saved him. | just froze with the 
gun in my hand like an idiot. And that fucker just shot him down, right before my eyes." 


Marko nodded. "I know, and I'm sorry that my father didn't get to the bar in time. It still haunts him to this 
day, and that's why he retired. He never wanted to see that happen again’ 


Henkka nodded and burrowed deeper into Marko's chest. "l.l never blamed him. | always. always blamed myself 


for being so stupid. The one time | could change fate and | fucked it up." 


The sheriff petted Henkka's head. "It's a one in a million occurrence. And if you had acted, you might have still 
not helped him. You can't blame yourself for this." 


"I know. | just..if there was one thing in my life that | wanted to re-do, it would be that night. Save my father 
and mend my mother's broken heart. They would both still be alive if | hadn't.. 


Marko sighed. "You can't change what's already happened, despite what Tony says he did for that kid. You don't 
know what might have happened down the line." 


"| know, Make, | know." 


"Listen to me." Marko bit his lip and put his hand under Henkka's chin to bring it up. "H's not your fault and it 
will never be your fault. You have to get past that.. want you to get past that. | know it's killing you inside and 


| don't want it to happen anymore." 

Henkka's eyes darted down. "I'm sorry." 

Marko smiled and rubbed the tears off the side of Henkka's face. "There's nothing to be sorry for, | just don't 
want you to be miserable for something you can't change. And even if you think you don't deserve it, if you 
ever need me, | will be there. Any day or night, it doesn't matter. You're my friend, first and foremost.” 


Tears streamed down Henkka's face. 


Marko continued to rub them off before leaning down and kissing him. He half expected Henkka to push him 
away, but the last thing he expected was to have Henkka kiss back even harder. 


They stumbled to the ground, Henkka landing on top of Make but still kissing him. Marko chuckled within the 


kiss, amused at Henkka's sudden neediness. 
Several townspeople came out of the shops and snickered. 


The town doctor came out of his office to see why people were laughing and started chuckling himself. "I guess 


we should be glad that they're talking again, if you can call that talking” 

FEFE KKE 

Tony didn't hear the cheering outside, too busy playing out sorrowful notes for Steve. 
‘Lord Tony, you're going to make me cry with that’ 

The brunette blushed. "Sorry, it's all | know. Dirges and such" 

Steve raised an eyebrow. "Nothing happy? That's surprising. Didn't you have any hymns?" 


Tony cocked his head to the side. "Maybe | can make these happier? All | need to do is change the key..make 
the tempo a little faster." his fingers tapped the keys. "How about this?" 


He played out a tentative jazzy number and the bartender tapped his foot to the beat. 
"Now you're talking, that's definitely more upbeat." 


Frank walked into the bar and bounced his head. "Wow, that's some great playing. It reminds me of Henkka's dad. 
Different type of music, but the same kind of foot stomping variety." 


Tony looked up from the piano and grinned. “Thanks, | just took one of the dirges that | know and made it 
faster." 


Steve arched an eyebrow. "Wasn't Make supposed to come over here with you?" 


Frank chuckled and pointed to the door. "He's a little busy right now. He and Henkka are making up in the middle 
of the street." 


Tony stopped playing and stared at him. "Making up in the middle of the street?" 
The deputy grinned. "Yep, go see for yourself if you don't believe me." 


Tony wandered over to the swing doors and pushed one to the side. There at the end of the street was Henkka 
laying on top of Marko, kissing his way down the sheriff's neck. "Wow, they're fornicating!" 


3 EEE 


Marko chuckled and threaded his fingers through Henkka's red curls, the bum slowly making his way down the 
middle of his chest with his tongue. 


"We should probably move this to somewhere more private. Not that | mind giving the townspeople a show, 
but | have a feeling they'd never let me live it down if you get what | mean" 


Henkka rose from Marko's chest after giving his nipple one last suck. "That's probably a good idea" 

Marko sat up, Henkka sliding down his body to his lap. He leaned in and kissed Henkka on the lips, feeling the 
content sigh escape Henkka's mouth when he deepened it with his tongue. Henkka relaxed against his body, arms 
tightly wrapped around Marko's skinny back. 


The sheriff pulled away a little. "Mmmm, | could do that all night." 


Henkka blushed and tried to hide it under his hair. Marko chuckled and pushed Henkka's hair out of his face to 


kiss him again. Tongues weaved their way around each other, tasting their own unique flavor. 
A rumble below them cut the kiss short. Wagons pulled by horses shuffled into the middle of town. 


Marko swore and pulled Henkka away from the middle of the road to avoid them. "I guess there's a reason why 
you don't make out in the middle of a street” 


Henkka chuckled and snuggled under Marko's chin. "Yeah, we definitely need to take this somewhere else." 
Marko laughed. "Indeed. | think | know such a place." 


The bum leered. "Lead on" 


3 REE KK 


Jani looked around him before wandering over to Tony's abandoned pond. He missed sitting next to Tony as they 
watched the world go by. Now there was no one to talk to, no one to share his feelings with. 


He sighed and sat down by the water to brush his hand over the top of the surface. Images popped up, like 


they always had, but Jani was looking for one in particular. 


Fingers kept flicking over the blue surface until he found the one he wanted. A tiny town in the middle of 


nowhere. 


A smile covered his face when he spotted Tony racing around the bar to get it ready for the month rush. He 
was amazed at how much Tony had changed down there. Up here he didn't care about anything other than 
goofing off and talking to Jani. Down there he was working a full time job, had several new friends and, as far 
as Jani could tell, seemed very happy. 


It hurt a little, knowing that he was happy without him, but the fact that Tony hadn't been killed yet made him 
even happier instead. He'd been honestly worried that Tony wouldn't be able to last down there, afraid that it 
would overwhelm the brunette to the point of hurting himself. The redhead was pleasantly surprised to see 
Tony not only find a friend but a purpose as well. 

He smiled again when Tony wandered over to the newly cleaned piano in the corner to play out a melody. Jani 
always loved listening to Tony play, but he was surprised that Tony hadn't sung yet. If there was anything that 
anyone was jealous of, it was Tony's voice. So full of passion and emotion, it could make the stoniest of hearts 
crack in an instant. 


The redhead watched on and wondered what might happen tonight. 


3 EE KK 


Henkka tackled Marko to the bed, giggling as he did so. He looked down at the sheriff and leered "Is that a gun 


in your pocket or are you happy to see me?" 

Marko chuckled. “Ironically it is my gun and | should probably take it out before it goes off" 
The sheriff pushed him off a little to undo his gun belt before being tackled again by Henkka 
"You're wearing too much clothing, Make" 

Marko raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? Then why don't you do something about that" 


Henkka grinned and licked his lips. "Oh, | intend to. But first, we need to get clean before we can get dirty." 


3 EEE EK 


Tony carried mugs over to a table, sweat beading on his forehead. He hadn't had a moment's peace all night. 


People kept arriving in droves, wanting more and more ale. After setting the glasses on the table, he reached 


up with the back of his hand to brush off the sweat. 


So far, nothing out of the ordinary had happened yet. The deputy Frank was parked in the corner nursing the 


same beer for the past hour, keeping an eye out for anything suspicious. 


The brunette watched the crowd for anything when he got the chance, but lately it was just back and forth 


to the bar for more drinks. 
Dozens of people chatted around the packed bar, talking about everything from the weather to women to their 
jobs. Several games of cards were at their loudest points. Most laughed happily at the copious amounts of 


alcohol coursing through their veins and talked even louder. 


Tony winced when that happened, his ears not used to this kind of ruckus in the bar. He was thankful that this 
only came once a month. Anymore than that and he wouldn't be happy at all. 


The swing doors pushed open to admit two mean looking men dressed in dark clothing. He swallowed the lump in 


his throat and headed over to the table they'd managed to find off to the side. 


He missed the nod Steve gave to Frank behind him, the bartender cautiously watching the two men with 


concern. 


5 EE KK 


Water splashed out of the tub onto the floor as they moved around to get comfortable. Marko had enough 
trouble fitting in this tub by himself, let alone with another person. 


But at the moment, he didn't really care. Henkka claimed his lips from the moment they got inside the tub, 


tongue twisting around his own and moaning with each touch of Make's hands. 


Fingers worked their magic under several inches of water, taking care to not let any inside. Henkka groaned and 


arched to get more of Marko's talented fingers. 

Henkka broke the kiss. "Fuck, you're going to make me come if you keep that up." 
Marko grinned and kissed along Henkka's throat. "Isn't that the whole point?" 
"Mmmm, yes but I'd rather wait for you." 


The sheriff removed his hand from below and pulled Henkka's body against his own. "No need to wait" 


Henkka gasped, Marko's cock entering him in one fell swoop. "Oh God" 


Marko chuckled alongside Henkka's neck as the smaller man rode him. His lips sucked on the chubby neck, long 
tongue lapping up the sweat built up. 


"Make..oh fuck...ch...” 
The sheriff held on tighter, experiencing every contracted muscle and movement when Henkka rode him faster. 


Henkka moaned and mouthed gibberish from his deep red lips. Both arched at the same time. Marko gasped 


when Henkka slammed down to get the last of his release. 


Gasps of breath filled the steamy air of the bathroom. Henkka's head slumped down on Marko's shoulder, eyes 
heavy lidded from the long day. 


RRR 
Tony took their order and walked back to the bar to tell it to Steve. 


The bartender pulled him closer. "Watch out for those two, Tony. | don't like the looks of them. | fear they will 


be up to no good soon" 
Tony nodded and picked up the other orders. 


The men looked around the room and spotted Frank in the corner. A thumb arched in the deputy's direction by 
the older of the two men. The other nodded and got up from the table. 


Frank looked up from his drink at the man. "Something you need?" 

The man grinned. "Yeah, your life" 

A shot rang out in the bar and most patrons dropped to the ground underneath the tables. 

Frank's body slumped against the wall and collapsed into a heap. 

Tony's eyes went wide. "Frankl" 

He made a run for the deputy, but was grabbed by the other man. The man cocked a gun under Tony's throat. 
"| wouldn't do that if | were you" 


9 REE KK 


Jani's eyes went wide at the sight of Tony being held at gun point. "Oh no, Tony. This isn't good." 


He looked around for anyone to help him, but there was no one there. Not that they would care about helping 
Tony anyway - he was pretty much dead to them now. 


The redhead got up and paced by the pond, back and forth. He stopped and looked down. "Wait, where the hell is 
that sheriff guy?" 


Hands worked their magic on the display to show other people in the small town. He flicked through the various 


houses until he found the one he was after. 


Jani's jaw slackened at the image of the sheriff and the bum asleep in bed together. "Well.that would explain 
why he's not there." 


He began to pace again, unsure of what to do. There was no use in going to the elders, because they'd punish 


Jani for even keeping tabs on Tony to begin with. No one else here gave a shit about Tony enough to help him. 


Jani looked down at the images of Tony, tears streaking down the brunette's face in fear. He sighed and turned 
away when an idea hit him straight between the eyes. 


He smiled and glanced over at Tony. "Help is hopefully on the way, assuming they figure it out in time. It's all | 


can do my friend without the elders knowing." 


3 KEK 


Henkka was jolted awake, sweat dripped off his body in pools. He gasped for a breath, hands pushed on his 


chest to get his lungs moving again 
Marko stirred next to him. "Wasswrong?" 


The bum shook his head. "I don't know. It was that night with my father..except it was different. Tony was 
there." 


Marko shuffled to sit up and take Henkka into his arms. “Tony? Why would Tony be there?" 

"| dont know," he whispered. "Tony was in the place of my father. With a gun held against his throat” 
Marko frowned. "That doesn't make any sense. Tony wasn't even in the town when..oh.ch shit! 

The sheriff let go of Henkka and jumped out of bed He frantically shoved his clothes on 


Henkka stared at him. "What is it?" 


Marko glanced up amid the chaos. "I was supposed to be at the bar tonight. Its the first of the month!" 
The bum's eyes went wide. "Oh shit.Make, what if that dream was real?" 

The sheriff stopped and stared at him. "But how?" 

"Tony's people! They can manipulate events! 


Henkka jumped out of bed and threw his clothes on. He grabbed one of Make's guns off the dresser and headed 


out of the room. 
Marko spotted it and ran after him. "Wait Henkka, you better not be doing what | think you're doing!” 


FEKE KE KK 


Jani chewed on his fingernails and stared down at the pool of water. His plan had worked, but Tony was still in 


the same position. 


The bartender was trying to reason with the man to let Tony go, while the other man had a gun pointed at 
him. They demanded money and Jani couldn't understand why the bartender didn't just hand it over to save 
Tony's life. 


Did he even care about him? Why risk all of this? 


Jani frowned and watched the other two men run towards the bar at full speed. He really hoped they weren't 
going to just barge in; the two men inside didn't look like the type who missed easily. 


"Dammit, | can't do a damn thing to prevent this!" 


FEKK 


Marko grabbed Henkka at the last moment to halt him. He put his hand over Henkka's mouth to stop him from 
speaking. "Wait, just wait." 


Henkka nodded and Marko let go of him. 


The sheriff looked off to the side through the partially opened doors. He could see one man with a gun on the 
bartender but couldn't see anyone else. From the way the bartender was gesturing, he figured there was at 


least two more men in the room and one of them had Tony. 


Henkka watched him and waited. He finally got tired of waiting and tapped Marko on the arm. "What's going on? 
Do they have Tony?" 


"What do you think I'm doing? I'm trying to figure out what's going on. | know there's a gun on Steve and one 
on Tony, but | don't know where in the room the other guy is. Hell, there could be yet another guy as well 
Where the hell is Frank?" 


"He's not in there?" 


Marko shook his head. "I can't find him. He should have a gun on the other guy but | don't see him. God, | hope 
he's not hurt in there. | don't want to lose another deputy." 


Henkka sighed. "So, what do we do? There are only two of us out here and presumably no one in there to back 


us Up." 
"| don't know!" 
Henkka shook his head and got up. "That's not good enough for me, Make." 


Marko reached out to grab Henkka and pull him back down, only to miss him by inches. He watched in horror 
as the bum walked towards the bar doors. 


3 EEE KK 


Henkka took a deep breath and glanced through the wooden doors. Tony was off to the side, eyes wide with 
fright, trapped by a man with a gun under his neck. 


The bum's eyes traveled over to the other man standing in front of Steve. His back was turned to the doors, 
as was the man who had Tony. Both were facing toward Steve, demanding all of the money in the register or 
they'd kill Tony. 


There was no one looking Henkka's way when he barreled through the door at full speed. 


Two shots rang out simultaneously and two bodies fell to the ground into a heap. 


Chapter 4 


Tony's body shook when the man slid off him and collapsed to the ground. He turned toward the door and his 


eyes went wide. 


There, standing side by side were Marko and Henkka with their guns drawn. Smoke weaved slowly out of the 


two silver barrels. 
The brunette smiled weakly at them before passing out, crumpling slowly on himself. 


Henkka ran from the doorway to catch Tony so he wouldn't fall over the dead man next to him. He stroked 


Tony's head and cradled the barmaid close to his body. 
Anger raged through Steve's veins. "Where the hell were you, Make? You were supposed to be herel!" 


Marko swallowed the lump his throat. "I'm so sorry, Steve. | didn't.! didn't remember until it was too late. 
Where is Frank?" 


The anger sighed out of the bartender's body as he pointed sadly at the left corner. 
Marko's eyes followed it and frowned. "Shit. Frank” 


He walked over to the fallen deputy and pushed away the table to take him up in his arms. Tiny tears trailed 
down the sheriff's face, unable to stop the pangs of guilt from overtaking him. 


3 REE EK 


Marko stared out at the small gathering sitting in the local cemetery and sighed. Guilt ate away at his soul, 
twisting his stomach around into knots. His eyes drifted over to Tony and Henkka. They both gave him a 


reassuring smile. 


He took a deep breath and spoke. "We are gathered here to pay our respects to Frank Smith. His life was taken 
too soon from this world in the line of duty. He was always eager to arrive at work each day, driven to keep 
the peace in this town. Whenever someone had an issue, he always took the time to resolve it in a calm 


manner. He never once rose his voice in anger or lashed out." 


The sheriff stopped to let the crowd take in his words. His hands gripped the small wooden table tight, knuckles 
tinged with white. 


"All of the people that I've talked to have always had good things to say about Frank. He will be missed. Not 
just by me, but by all of us. God rest you, Frank” 


The pallbearers lifted the coffin into the ground and started to pile dirt on top of it. 


Marko watched them for a few minutes before turning back to the crowd. They were still seated, watching 


him with curiosity. 


"It is my sad duty to announce that l'm giving up my position as your sheriff. | am unable to protect this 


community from harm." 

The crowd gasped in unison, surprised by the sudden announcement. 

He took another deep breath and continued. "I know this comes as a shock, especially since I've been doing it for 
so long, but | can't get past the fact that | wasn't there to save Frank. If | had been there, his life would stil 


be burning. | should have been the one to fall, not him." 


Henkka's eyes bugged out and he shook his head. "It wasn't your fault! Hell, I'm the one who distracted you in 
the first place. You should be blaming me, not yourself” 


"Stop this!" 
All eyes turned to Tony. 


"Quit blaming yourselves for fate. It was his time to go, whether it would have mattered if Make had been 
there or not. It's no one's fault." 


Steve nodded in agreement. "Thank you, Tony. That's exactly right. Yes, | was angry at Make at first, but now | 
know that it wasn't his fault." 


Marko sighed. "Either way, | am giving up my position. | don't want to see that happen again under my watch." 


He walked away from the table and headed over to Henkka and Tony. His body slumped into the chair next to 
the bum and leaned his head down on the chubby shoulder. 


Tony smiled weakly at their affection for each other. "I had a feeling you were going to quit. Maybe.maybe you 


can join us in finding Elias? | have enough money saved up for traveling.’ 

The sheriff smiled from Henkka's shoulder. "| was just about to ask you that." 
"Definitely, you're always welcome. Plus you'll be able to make Henkka smile every day." 
Henkka blushed under his red curls. 


Marko grinned at Tony. "That | can, and every night if he wants me to." 


The bum swatted Marko on the arm. “That's not funny, Make!" 


A bright smile filled Tony's face, enjoying the friendly jesting between the two. "This is going to be an 
interesting trip, to say the least." 


3K EEE EK 


Steve shook Marko and Henkka's hands. "You two watch out for Tony. lim counting on you to make sure he 


doesn't get himself into trouble. If he does, | will be very angry, if you get my drift." 


Marko gripped the bartender's shoulder and laughed. "No need to warn us, | know what you're like when you're 
angry. It's scary." 


Henkka chuckled. "Oh yeah it is. | remember when you chased me out of the bar when | was younger. All | 
wanted was to see what went on in there. You ran after me with a broom, threatening to hit me with it and 
tell my parents. | never went in there again until | was of age because of it” 

The sheriff snorted. "And now you can't keep him away from it" 


Henkka rolled his eyes. "Thanks Make." 


Tony dropped his stuff on the ground and looked over at Steve. "Um, thanks for letting me stay here and work 
with you." 


Steve smiled at him. "Eh, it's not a problem. | was happy to have you here. Though | am a bit sad to see you 
go, the place seemed brighter with you around” 


Tony frowned. "Yeah, | am too. There's this knot in my stomach that won't go away.” 
Henkka patted Tony on the shoulder. "Its normal, actually. It's just uncertainty about the trip." 


The brunette nodded and gathered up his stuff. He was about to walk away when he dropped them suddenly 
and crashed into Steve's arms. He gripped the bartender tightly into a hug. 


A slight blush tinted Steve's face. He patted Tony on the back. "It's ok, Tony. You know you can always visit us 
after you find your boy." 


Tony's head darted up. "Really?" 
Steve smiled down. "Of course. You'll always be welcome here, as are Make and Henkka" 


The grin on Tony's face was nuclear. "Cool! | will come back here when | find him, then!" 


Steve eyed him with surprise. "Did you think that you couldn't come back?" 


"I thought." Tony stared at the ground and frowned. "I thought maybe it would be the same thing as when | 


was exiled from my home. That once | left, | couldn't come back" 

Steve gripped Tony on the shoulder. "You're always welcome here, Tony. Don't you ever forget that! 

The brunette nodded and reached up to pat Steve's hand. "I won't! 

The bartender pushed Tony off. "Now get out of here before | start to cry like a weeping widow 

Marko laughed. "And we definitely don't want to see that" 

Tony waved goodbye to Steve and grabbed his stuff, Henkka and Make trailing behind him. 

FPFE 

Tony washed his arms and face in the lake's cool water. They'd stopped after a day of traveling to take a rest. 
He hadn't realized how hard it was to walk to the next town. They didn't have enough money for a horse so it 


was all on foot for now. 


He half wondered what they'd find in the next town. Would it be like the previous one? Would they be 


unwelcome? 


He grimaced and gripped his stomach. It was twisting around again. Henkka told him he was just nervous, but he 


wasn't so sure. What was making him so nervous? 


The image of that small boy filled his mind again. So small and young, yet so brave and wise. He desperately 
wanted to meet that boy, to validate that humanity wasn't just warmongering idiots. 


Tony was distracted from his thoughts by a rustle of grass nearby. He whipped around, thinking it might be 
Make or Henkka. His eyes went wide when a golden horse trotted through, walking up to the edge of the lake 
for a drink. 


The rider dismounted and brushed the dust off his jacket. He walked over next to his horse and reached down 
for a drink of water with a cupped hand. 


Tony wandered over the horse. It watched him out of the corner of its eye while drinking. He reached a hand 


up to touch it but it moved away. 
The rider looked up and petted the horse on the head. "What's the matter, girl? Something spook you?" 


The horse neighed and pointed its head into Tony's direction. He looked around the horse and finally spotted 


Tony. 
"Are you the one trying to scare my horse?" 


Tony shook his head really fast. "No.No.!m sorry. | just. just wanted to touch it. I've never seen one up close 


before.” 
The man's eyebrow rose. "Seriously?" 


"Yeah. | mean, I've seen them pulling wagons around town, but never one standing next to me. l'm sorry, I'll 


leave it alone" 
The man smiled. "No, it's ok. | can understand wanting to pet her, she's a pretty one." 
Tony smiled shyly back. "So, um, can | touch her?" 


"Sure, just be slow about it. You'll scare her if you go too fast. Be sure to put your hand out so she can smell 


it first." 


The brunette nodded and slowly put his hand out for the horse to smell. It sniffed Tony's hand and gave it a 
small lick. Tony giggled and petted the horse's head. 


"Oh, you're soft” 
The man nodded. "Oh yes, she definitely is. She gets a daily brushing every morning" 
Tony cocked his head to the side. "Whats her name?" 

"Goldy" 

"Ah, that's an.oppropriate name" 

The man snorted. "I didn't name her, my mom did. She was hers’ 

Tony grinned. "Oh, that makes more sense. Well, you're a pretty horse, Goldy" 

Goldy neighed at him and pushed her head against Tony's arm 

"Awww, she likes me" 

The man laughed. "She likes most people. Are you from around here?" 


Tony looked up. "Um, sort of. We're traveling to the next city.” 


The man's eyes bugged out. "On foot?" 


"Yeah, we don't have enough money for horses yet. At some point, maybe. Though I've never rode one before 
so | don't know how much better it would be." 


"Well, it's definitely faster than walking. The next town is many miles away. t's going to take you at least 


another couple days on foot." 

Tony shrugged his shoulders. "It doesn't matter really how long it takes. Its the adventure that matters." 
The man laughed. "If you say so. But wait, did you just say ‘we'?" 

"Yes, there are two others with me. They're resting at the moment" 

The man smiled. "Yeah, | know how that's like. | usually have two others with me as well. What's your name?" 
Tony smiled back. "It's Tony." 

"Nice to meet you, Tony. My name is Tommy." 

Tommy held out his hand for Tony to shake. Tony looked down at it. 


"Oh right, | need to shake it. Um, bear with me." Tony grabbed Tommy's hand and shook it. "Did | do it right, 


this time?" 


Tommy leaned back and laughed, his long blond hair shaking. "You're definitely not from around here. But yeah, 
you did do it right.” 


Tony beamed at him. "What a relief, | finally remembered” 
The rider chuckled and petted Goldy on the head. 


3 EEE KK 


Marko woke up and groaned. Everything ached all at once when he tried to move. Henkka snored next to him, 


trails of drool escaping his mouth every time he did so. 
"Such a pretty face to wake up too. Hey Tony, you have to...” 
He jumped to his feet, despite the protesting muscles, and darted around. "Tony? Tony!" 


Marko leaned back down to wake up the sleeping man. "Henkka, wake up! Tony's missing!” 


Henkka woke with a start. "What. Where am I?" 
The sheriff hauled him up to his feet. "There's no time for that, we need to find Tony 
Henkka's mind was jolted awake in a flash. "Tony? Something has happened to Tony?" 

"| dort know. He's not nearby.” 

The color drained from Herkka's face. "Oh God, he could be anywhere!" 

Marko's scoffed. "Do you think | don't know that? Come on, we need to find him" 

Henkka gathered up their stuff and ran after Marko through the bushes 

SRB RB EK 

Tony took the piece of apple from Tommy and fed it to Goldy. "So, she was your mother's?" 


Tommy nodded and rolled a cigarette. "Yeah, for the first five years of Goldy’s life. Then she gave her to me. 


I've been riding her ever since." 

"So your mother doesn't ride anymore?" 

The blond shook his head. "No, she still rides, just a different horse. We live on a farm outside of town" 
Tony's eyes went wide. "Like with chickens and cows?" 


Tommy chuckled and lit his cigarette. "Yep. And goats and some geese. We supply the markets in town with 
food." 


"Wow, that's so cool. So you work on the farm?" 


"Yep, along with Punky and Evil. They're the two guys | usually ride with. They're tending the farm while | do 


errands in various towns. | was trying the last town for feed but they didn't have any" 
Tony shook his head. "No, we don't have any of that. Its just a small town" 

Tommy glanced over at him. "Oh, so you're from the last town?" 

"Sort of. Its complicated, but | lived there for the last few weeks. |, um, took ales to people." 


The blond laughed. "You were a barmaid?" 


Tony blushed. "Um, yeah. | had fun at first, but then something bad happened" 

"Something bad?" 

Tony nodded. "Yeah, a guy got killed in the bar. It was kind of scary for me, I've never seen that before." 
Tommy winced. "I'd imagine." 

"They had us at gunpoint when..." 

Henkka and Marko crashed through the trees, scaring Goldy into the lake. Tommy swore and ran after her. 
Tony looked up at them. "Hi guys." 

Marko stared at him. "Don't you ‘hi guys‘ me! Dammit Tony, you scared us half to death." 

The brunette blushed and opened his mouth to say something when Tommy interrupted. 

"Are you two idiots insane? You don't come barreling out and scare the shit out of my horse!" 

Marko's eyes glared. "Who are you calling an idiot? How the hell were we supposed to know a horse was here?" 
Tommy snorted. "Oh | don't know, maybe look before you come out running," 

Marko growled and advanced on Tommy until Henkka stood between them. 

The blond turned back to Tony. "Please tell me these two aren't the ones you're traveling with." 

Tony blushed. "Um, actually they are." 

"Then | sincerely hope they don't act like this all of the time." 


The brunette shook his head. "No. l. made them scared. They're watching over me and | left without saying 
anything. Its my fault." 


Marko snorted. "Indeed." 
Henkka thumped him over the head. "Shut up, Make. He already feels bad enough as it is.’ 


Tony looked down. "I'm sorry. | was just going to wash up and then come back, but then Tommy and his horse 
appeared and | wanted to pet Goldy. I'm sorry.” 


Henkka let go of Marko and went over to Tony. "Its ok, we were just worried. Please let us know before you 


wander off, even if you have to wake us 

Tony nodded. "Ok, sorry: 

The bum pulled Tony into his arms and rubbed his head. "Its ok" 

Marko rolled his eyes and turned back to Tommy. "Who are you anyway?" 
Tommy snorted. "Just someone passing by. And with that, I'm heading off" 


Tony wiggled out of Henkka's arms and wandered over to Tommy. He reached out a hand to give Goldy one last 


pet. "Nice to meet you, Goldy. | hope | see you again." 


Goldy neighed while Tommy climbed on. The blond smiled down at Tony. "Maybe I'll see you again sometime, 


Tony. Hopefully under better circumstances." 

Tony nodded and waved goodbye. 

Marko waited until Tommy was out of sight to turn towards Tony. "Who the hell was that guy?" 
Tony grinned, eyes twinkling with mischief. "A cowboy." 

JERK K* 


Tommy rode along the trail on the back of his family's farm, a grin on his face as he remembered the first 


part of the day. He steered Goldy into the stables and dismounted. 
Punky entered the barn and tackled Tommy to the ground. "Missed you." 


The blond grinned and pulled him down for a kiss. Fingers yanked on short brown curls, his tongue deepening the 


kiss with a flick. 


Evil stood in the doorway, arms folded across his wide chest, and rolled his eyes. "Yes, because he's been gone 


for such a long time." He shook his head. "Did you find anything while you were out?" 


Tommy gave one last kiss to Punky and looked around the smaller man's head. "Nope, the town was too small 


for that sort of thing. Though | did meet three very odd people along the way." 
Evil's eyebrow rose. "Odd?" 


Punky small fingers unbuttoned Tommy's shirt, lips kissing alongside Tommy's neck. 


Tommy grinned and stroked Punky's head. "Yeah. They were all crazy, pretty much. Though at the least the 


smallest of the three was amusing. He'd never seen a horse before up close." 
Evil stared at him. "Seriously?" 


The blond moaned when Punky started to suck on his nipples. "Yeah...oh...mmmm. He was kind of, | don't know, 
cute about it. Like a child or something." 


"Weird. So not right in the head?" 


Tommy shook his head, hands pushing Punky's mouth to where he wanted relief next. "No, | don't think so. Just 


a really curious man." 

"Hmmm, that is odd. What about the other two? You said there were three, right?" 

The blond groaned, Punky's talented tongue trailing a wet line down his belly. "Yeah, three. The other two were 
supposed to be keeping an eye on Tony but they freaked out when they couldn't find him. It scared the hell out 
of Goldy when they came barreling out of the bushes.’ 


Evil chuckled and reached around to tie back his long brown hair. "Lovely. They didn't hurt her, did they?" 


Punky licked his lips. He undid Tommy's pants and reached inside with his hand. 


Evil sighed. "I'll, um, let you two continue without me. | have chores to do anyway." 


Tommy didn't notice him walking out of the barn with a frown on his face, too busy with Punky's enthusiastic 


welcome. 


96 EEE EK 


Tony shuffled along the path, his mind a million miles away. Every so often his brain would think about Elias 
and what he might look like now. Was he a few years older? Or a lot older? 


He had no idea what he would say To Elias if they met. Just coming out with, "I saved your mom, spend the 


rest of your life with me" didn't seem appropriate. 


What if Elias didn't care or hate him for it? He frowned at the thought of that. He would have risked and lost 
so much for a boy that might hate him anyway. 


The burning question in his mind was always, "Why?" 


Why did he save that one boy when he could have saved hundreds of people from disease or death? Why this 


one little boy in the middle of nowhere? 

Henkka walked beside Tony and bumped his shoulder into him. "What's wrong?" 

Tony sighed. "I don't know. I'm worried about Elias." 

"How so?" 

‘lm worried that he might hate me for what I've done." 

Henkka scoffed "For saving his mother's life? | can't imagine he would." 

| have no way of knowing the repercussions of my actions. His father could have died shortly after, or 
something equally bad. Just because | saved his mother, doesn't mean that fate is not going to act when the 


time is right." 


Henkka nodded. "That's true, but why waste time dwelling on something that might or might not have 
happened? Why not just be hopeful that he's ok and healthy?" 


Tony shook his head. "I can't, Henkka. | was wrong to act, even if it did save someone. Messing with fate is not 


a clear-cut case. It could have come back at him with a vengeance. He could be already dead, for all | know." 
Henkka stopped walking and pulled Tony to the side. "Stop this. It's only going to drive you crazy if you keep 
thinking this way. Yes, you went against the norms, but quit punishing yourself for every little thing. This isn't 


the carefree Tony | know." 


"| know, | just..Henkka, | want to be with him. Not just meet and tell him that | saved his mom. I've become.'ve 


become..| don't know to explain it" 


Henkka sighed. "You've developed feelings for him, that's what you're trying to say. It's only natural for that to 
happen. You've protected this boy from harm and want to keep nurturing him." 


Tony nodded. "I know that, | just.! want this pain in my stomach to stop, to stop churning around and around." 


The bum pulled Tony into his arms. "I know, and | wish | could make it stop somehow. That's why we have to 
keep pressing on to find him. It will make it worse if you don't know than if you do." 


Tony hugged back and snuggled under Henkka's neck 
Marko snorted. "So this is why | was walking alone for several feet. Everyone is snuggling except me." 


Henkka chuckled above Tony's head. "You're more than welcome to join us." 


Marko looked between Henkka and a half asleep Tony in his arms. He shrugged and put his arms around both of 
them. 


KERKEE 
Evil laid in bed and stared at the ceiling. Lights flashed around from the trees moving in the breeze. 
He sighed and tried to push out the gazillion thoughts running through his brain. In the end, he just couldn't. 


Guilt and betrayal ate away at his soul, actions made by his own hand years ago. Memories of that night 


always filled his dreams, a neverending nightmare. 


He'd only told Tommy the truth, fearing that anyone else wouldn't understand. But Tommy had understood, and 
that had made Evil feel a little better for a time. 


Then Punky came to work on the farm. His close relationship with Tommy started to strain, the blond 
preferring to spend his time with his newly found lover. 


Loneliness rocked his body, forcing him to spend his nights looking at a ceiling instead of sleeping. 
Evil shifted in bed and wondered if his life would ever change. 


3 EE EK 


Tony leaned down to wash his face in the small stream. Cold water splashed against his thick beard. He 
marveled at how fast it was growing, at the itchiness that did indeed stop like Henkka said it would. 


His eyes watched the water trickle along and words formed in his head. He opened his mouth and let them fall 


out one by one. 


Henkka walked into the clearing and gaped at Tony. Beautiful melodies filled the air, interweaving together and 
apart with each breath. 


"Whoa, when did that happen?" 

Tony stopped and turned back to glance at him. "What?" 

Henkka shuffled beside him. "When did you get such a beautiful voice? I've never heard you sing before.” 
Tony blushed and shuffled his feet. "Oh that, lm sorry. | do it when | get inspired by something. 


'It's..Tony, its beautiful. Why haven't you shared this before? You could have made a fortune in the bar 


singing." 


Tony's eyebrow's rose. "Really? People would listen to me sing? The people above would just sit there unmoving 


when | sang. Well ok, Jani loved it, but he was the only one. 

Henkka stared at him. "You're serious? How could they not like it? You have a voice.well, the voice of an angel" 
Marko walked in after getting dressed and eyed Henkka. “Who has the voice of an argel?" 

The bum turned around. "Tony does!" 


"Really? Why didn't you mention that sooner? If he really does, | think | might have an idea of how we can get 


more money for horses." 
Tony eyed him, concerned over the devious grin on Marko's face. "It's...its not illegal, is it?" 


Marko shook his head. "Not at all. Singing on the corner for money has been around forever. And if we time it 


right, you'll only have to do it once a day." 

"| don't know..| don't know if | could sing for a crowd of people. What if | mess up?" 

"Trust me, Tony, if you're as good as Henkka says you are, | doubt they'd even notice." 

II 

They positioned Tony off to the side of the bar, taking care to not block the doors or stand in front of 
something important. Tony watched the two adust his clothes, making him appear more bum-like instead of 
the usual neatness that he exhibited. 


"Are you sure this is going to work?" 


Marko looked up from Tony's pants. "No, but if it doesn't then we'll just move onto the next town. We're not 
going to waste valuable money on an inn if we don't have to." 


Tony giggled and patted Henkka's head. "That tickles, Henkka" 

The bum chuckled along with him. "I know, and I'm almost done. Gotta give you the hobo look but not overdo it" 
Tony nodded and looked around the town. Only a handful of people were milling about this early in the morning. 

He grinned at the nearby temporary stables filled with various horses. He hoped there would be time to get a 


chance to look at them before they left. 


Marko and Henkka stepped away to admire their handiwork. 


Tony looked between the two men. "So, do | look Henkka enough?" 
Henkka rolled his eyes. "Yeah smartass, you do." 


Marko laughed. "Ok Tony, go ahead and sing anytime you feel ready. We're going to stand off to the side at 


first and then wander over. It will look like we're intrigued by your singing to others. Does that make sense?" 
Tony nodded and shuffled his feet. "I don't know about this. | don't know if | can sing in front of people." 


"Just sing to us if you want. It doesn't matter who you look at. In fact, go ahead and sing with your eyes 


closed if that helps." 


The brunette let his eyes slip closed, took a deep breath and then began to sing. 


Chapter 5 


Evil was shaken awake by a hand. He looked up at his father with half closed eyes. 
"Did | oversleep again?" 

"No, it's not that. Tommy is sick. | need you to go do the errands in his place." 
Evil sat up in bed and rubbed at his eyes. "Is he ok?" 


His father nodded. "He should be fine later today. Mother is brewing up something for him and Punky is 


watching over him like a hound dog. You're the only one left to do the errands." 
Evil nodded and climbed out of bed. "Sure, no problem." 

His father clasped him on the shoulder. "That's my boy.’ 

Evil sighed after his father left and started to get dressed. 

ERE 


Tony's eyes were closed when the people started coming out of buildings to hear him sing. He didn't see their 


eyes widen when they realized it was a man singing so heavenly, and a bum at that. 


Only when the tinkling of coins hitting the dirt ground did his eyes open. He had to resist the urge to stop 
singing when he spotted a crowd of twenty people in front of him, watching. 


An older man stepped forward when the song finally ended. "Son, you have the voice of an angel. It brings tears 


to my eyes." 


The older woman next to him nodded her frail head. "Oh definitely. A voice like that is only given to the purest 
of hearts." 


Tony blushed beneath the dirt patches on his face. "Thark you: 

Marko and Herkka watched from the side and grinned in unison 

XEKE% 

Evil rode into town and dropped his horse off at the day stables. He tipped the boy who took his horse and 


headed off to the store for some items. His eyes rarely looked around the bustling town. He'd seen it for many 


years, and it never really changed, 


Today, however, his eyes traveled over to the bar where a gathering of people were crowded around someore. 
He shrugged and stepped inside the apothecary. 
The store clerk walked out of the back area to greet him. "Ah Evil, to what do | owe the pleasure?" 


Evil blushed slightly. "Um, I'm here for some medicine for my brother Tommy and to stock up on other day- 
to-day stuff." 


The man nodded and took the slip of paper from Evil to grab some items from the back room. "I usually 


prepare a package for your family ahead of time. You tend to order the same goods over and over." 

Evil smiled and nodded his head. He looked around the small store and half wondered what was in the tiny 
bottles lining the back shelf. He opened his mouth intent to ask the shop owner when a single voice singing 
watted through the store. 

"What the?" 


The owner returned and smiled at Evil's stunned expression. "That would be the newest addition to our town. He 


showed up this morning, been singing off and on all day long." 

It's beautiful." 

He handed the package over to Elias. "That it is, even if the man singing it isn't much to look at." 
Evil's eyes bugged out. "Man? That's a man singing like that?" 


The clerk took the money and added it to his register. "Sure is. | didn't believe it until | saw him with my own 
eyes." 


Evil grabbed the packages and muttered thanks, his mind already set on the music from outside. 


FEKE 


Tony stopped singing and blushed when the crowd clapped and cheered loudly. He smiled at the praise given and 
looked around the crowd for Henkka and Marko. 


His eyes stopped on a guy standing on the outside, holding packages with his mouth hanging open. 
Tony giggled. "You might want to close that. Don't want any flies to get in” 


The man blinked a couple times and closed his mouth. "Um, sorry. | just.that was beautiful." 


The brunette turned red. "Thanks, but I'm not doing anything fancy enough to be called beautiful." 
"Can |.can | buy you a drink?" 

“Actually, | don't drink," chuckled Tony. "But | was going to take a break inside anyway." 
The man rushed forward and then blushed. "And..can | join you?" 

"Sure, | don't see why not. What's your name?" 

"Evil." 

Tony blinked a few times and gasped. "Wait, are you a friend of Tommy's?" 

Evil stared at him. "Um, yeah. You know Tommy?" 

Tony nodded. "Yeah, | met him a couple days ago. Do you have Goldy with you?" 

"No, that's Tommy's horse. | ride.um, his name is Fire." 

"Oh! Is he red?" 

Evil smiled. "Yeah, he's reddish brown. Um, do you want to see him?" 

Tony grinned. "Can |?" 

"Sure, he's over here." 

Tony trailed after Evil to the stables as Marko and Henkka looked on 

Henkka turned to Marko. "Make, we have a problem." 

Marko frowned, still glaring at the stranger. "What?" 

"| think Tony has an admirer." 

FREKK 

"Wow, you're a pretty horse, arent you Fire?" 


Evil chuckled at Tony and stowed his packages inside the saddle bags. "He's only being good to you. He tends to 


be temperamental on the farm, no one wants to ride him except me." 


"Awww, that's not good," giggled Tony, petting the horse's mane. "Its a shame to not ride such a beautiful 


horse. 
Fire neighed and brushed his head against Tony's shoulder. 

Evil laughed. "I think he likes you." 

Tony grinned and scratched Fire between the ears. "Just like Goldy before him. | seem to be a horse magnet! 
"You must be the one that's never seen a horse up close before” 

Tony looked over at Evil. "Yeah. Did Tommy mention me?" 

Evil nodded. "Yeah, last night. He said he ran across.um, interesting people along the way.” 


"You could say that. I'd imagine he had plenty to say about Marko and Henkka. They startled Goldy by running 
out of the bushes." 


"Oh yeah, he did. He called them..um, well, crazy." 

Tony laughed. "That they are, but | still love them anyway. They were my first friends down here." 

"Down here? You're not from around here?" 

Tony shuffled his feet. "No, not really. It's.it's complicated” 

Evil nodded. "I can understand that. My life sometimes is that way." 

"It is?" 

Evil closed the pouch and tied it tight. "It was in the past, it's better now. l'm just.l'm just still haunted by it" 
Tony stared at him and frowned. "Oh, l'm sorry." 

Evil shook his head. "No, you don't need to apologize. l.l should be going anyway. They'll worry if | take too long.” 
"Oh, ok. So no time to hang out in the bar with me?" 

A sigh escaped Evil's lips. "No, I'm sorry. Maybe next time?" 


Tony smiled and patted Evil on the arm. "Sure, | think we'll be here for a couple days." 


Evil nodded and climbed on his horse. He trotted out of the stables and then broke into a gallop. 
Tony watched him go and sighed. A frown covered his face, a dull ache in his chest. 

FRE Æ 

Marko and Henkka dragged Tony up to his room and sat him down on the bed. 

The former sheriff paced along the tiny room, a frown on his face. 

Tony watched him with curiosity. "Um, Make, are you ok?" 

Marko stopped pacing and turned to him. "No, l'm not. Tony, we need to talk about some things." 
"Ok!" He paused. "What?" 


Henkka sighed. "Tony, | know you've seen the worst in people when you were above us. But now, you're...well, Too 


trusting of people. You wander off with them without a care in the world, not realizing that they could harm 
you." 


Tony snorted. "I know they can harm me, Henkka. I'm not that naive. At the same time, I've always been a good 


judge of people, even when | was a god. | can tell by their body language if they're untrustworthy.’ 
Marko gaped at him. "You can? But how?" 
A grin covered Tony's face. "How they act around me, how they treat me. It's a bunch of little things that let 


me know if | can trust them or not. Sure, there might be someone out there that could fool me, but so far | 


haven't run across ore." 
Henkka sputtered. “But.but.all this is just an act? You act like a little kid to get people to like you?" 


Tony shook his head. "Definitely not. I've always been the curious sort, even up there. Don't forget, I've only 


been down here not even a couple of months. There's a lot I've never seen before." 
Marko scoffed. "Then why act like that at all? Just act like you are now." 


Tony grinned. "Because Henkka needs someone to take care of. He was lonely at the lake, because he felt he was 


worthless in life. Now that he has someone to look over, he feels better about himself" 
Henkka's mouth hung wide open. 


Marko arched an eyebrow at Tony. "You are way smarter than you look. I'm a little frightened by this." 


Tony laughed. "I'm harmless. And would you have really followed me if | told you the real reason first? | don't 


think you would have." 
Henkka sighed. "You're right, | wouldn't have." 


Tony got up from the bed and pulled Henkka into his arms. "Don't worry, | still need you. I'll probably always 


need you." 

The bum choked back a tear. "Quit that, you're going to make me all weepy." 

Tony giggled and snuggled under Henkka's chin. "It's true." 

Henkka reached up to stroke Tony's head. "Yeah, | know it is. Um, thanks Tony." 

"You don't have to thank me, it's my job as a friend" 

Marko watched them and rolled his eyes. "But wait, how do | fit into this?" 

Tony looked up from Henkka's arms. "Isn't that obvious? You love Henkka, that was enough for me." 
Marko blushed at the statement. "Right, um, yeah." 

3 EE EK 

Evil laid in bed and stared at the ceiling for the second night in a row. He sighed and rubbed at his chest, 
feeling the prickling emotions trying to punch through. His mind swam with Tony's image, the smell of his body 


and sound of his breathy laugh. 


His heavenly voice did all sorts of things to Evil's body. It cut through the pain in his soul, soothing his broken 


heart with each note. 


He sighed and wrapped his arms around to warm the chill cutting through his form. A moan drifted through 
from the room next door, followed by shuffling. 


Evil frowned and wished he could have what Tommy was feeling. The warmth of another, wanting him, loving 


him completely. Not caring if he had a messed up past, not caring he wasn't the prettiest around. 


Tony didn't seem to care about that. He'd been so trusting, as if he really just wanted to spend time with Evil, 
even if only to pet his horse. 


The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he wanted to be with Tony. To spend time with the 


fascinating man that seemingly stole his heart in a matter of minutes. 


But how? 


Evil knew he couldn't just go up to Tony and declare everything in his heart. He tried that once with a girl and 
she ended up laughing at him, smashing his heart to bits. 


No, he needed to handle it differently. He needed to take his time, to get to know Tony before just jumping 
head first. 


Too bad his heart wasn't listening to what his brain was planning. It only wanted one thing, to be with Tony. To 


see him, to hear his voice again. 
To love him, to protect him, to need him. 


Covers pushed off his body and he got out of bed. He rummaged around in his drawers for clothes and got 


dressed in the dark, taking care to make as little noise as possible. 
Once dressed, he carefully opened his bedroom door and slipped out. 


The cold dead of night air hit him in the face instantly when he walked outside. He flinched and pulled his heavy 


jacket closer to his form before heading for the barn 
Goldy looked up when he walked past, sadness in her eyes at being passed over. 

"Sorry girl, you're Tommy's. He would notice if his horse was missing first, and | don't want that 
Fire snorted at Evil, flicking his head when Evil put the saddle on his back 

"Sorry Fire, | need you tonight. | promise you'll get more sleep tomorrow" 


A soft neigh escaped the large red horse's mouth, the harness gently tapped against his body. Fire trotted out 


of the barn and broke into a gallop once clear. 
Evil looked behind him and sighed. "I have to do this. I'm sorry.’ 


3 EEE KE 


Tony woke up and stretched in the tiny bed. He scratched his stomach and sat up in bed to glance out the dirt 


covered window. It wasn't the best placed he'd stayed in, but it was cheap so it worked well enough. 


He climbed out of bed and peered out of the window to look down at the road below. One or two people walked 
around but for the most part the road was empty. He frowned and wondered if they would make enough 
money from his singing today. Marko told him last night that if they didn't, they might as well move onto the 
next town They almost had enough for one horse, but they really needed two. 


Tony didn't really want to leave. 


Fingers reached for his coat which was still dirty from Henkka's additions. He grimaced and shook it slightly 
before deciding to do it outside instead. 


He threw on some clothes and headed downstairs. The inn keeper was too busy chatting with another person at 
the counter to notice Tony head outside. 


Tony shook his coat out in the fresh morning air. He smiled when it was clean enough and was about to head 
inside when snoring filled his ears. His head turned to the right to spot Evil leaning against a wooden beam 


sleeping. 


An eyebrow rose on Tony's face and he wandered over to Evil's position He shook the sleeping man's arm to 


wake him up. 


Evil's hand went up to his eyes, shielding it from the bright morning light. He groaned and stretched his sore 
limbs before looking up at Tony. 


"Oh! Hey." 


Tony smiled at him. "Hey. You're a bit early for my performance. | still have to clean up and get the other two 


ready." 

Evil blushed. "Um, well, | wasn't here for your singing. | couldn't sleep so | rode here last night. When | arrived 
at the inn, it dawned on me that | couldn't just wake you up in the middle of the night, so | waited here for 
dawn to break" 

"And you got a little sleepy in the process?" Tony sat beside him. "But why?" 

Evil shuffled his body closer to Tony. "l.l wanted to see you again" 


The brunette cocked his head to the side. "Why? To hear me sing?" 


Evil shook his head. "No.l just wanted to see you, to talk with you. | didn't get much of a chance yesterday 


because | had to get back with Tommy's medicine." 
Tony chuckled. "So you rode all night long just to end up outside in the cold? That doesn't make sense to me." 


Evil laughed along with him. "Yeah, it doesn't. | guess | wasn't thinking much last night" He stifled a yawn and 
Tony rose up beside him. 


Tony extended his hand to Evil. "Come on, you need more sleep and | have a room in this inn. | don't mind 


sharing it" 

He hesitated before taking Tony's hand and getting up. "Are you sure? | don't. don't want to impose." 

"Yes | am, and | don't mind. Plus, its still warm and I'm sure you could use something warm right about now." 
Evil nodded. "Thanks." 

Tony flashed him a dazzling smile. "You're welcome." 

9 EEE KK 

The door clicked open and Tony dragged Evil's half awake body inside the tiny room. 

"Is not much, but the price is good." 


Evil nodded and looked down at the small bed. "It serves its purpose. | mean, it's not like you're going to stay in 


it that long." 
Tony chuckled. "Exactly." 


The brunette stripped off his shoes and climbed into one side of the bed. "Coming? Or do you intend to sleep 
standing up?" 


Evil swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded. He pulled off his boots and set them neatly by the door. 


Fingers reached underneath to pull off his coat and chaps. 
Tony watched him with curiosity. "| hope you're going to leave something on before you get in 
Evil blushed. "Of course. l.l just don't want to get your bed dirty, that's all." 


He finished taking off his outer layers and sat down on the edge of the bed. His hands rubbed the top of his 
legs nervously, mind still trying to figure out why he was sitting on Tony's bed. 


Tony giggled behind him. "I don't bite, Evil” 
"Yeah, | know." 


Evil took a deep breath and laid next to Tony in bed. They faced each other for a few minutes until Tony 


started to move closer to him. 


Tony frowned and stopped moving when Evil's eyes widened. "You don't like to snuggle?" 


"No. mean, yes. | do. llim just not used to guys wanting to do that with me." 
Tony winked and snuggled under Evil's chin. "lm not like other guys." 
Evil wrapped his arms around Tony's small frame. "lm starting to figure that out” 


5 EEK 


Marko stretched around Henkka's body, taking care to not wake the smaller man. He scratched the trail of hair 
on his belly and glanced up at the ceiling. 


Ears perked up to hear Tony's loud snores next door. He chuckled to himself and wondered if they'd manage to 
get him awake today or not. Marko likened it to pulling teeth when trying to get Tony up in the morning, as in 


it was way easier to pull teeth than to get Tony conscious. When he was out, he was out. 


The former sheriff frowned when Tony's musical voice filtered through the thin walls together with the 
snores. He cocked his head to the side, thinking maybe his hearing was playing tricks on him. 


"You're so cute when you snore, | just want to tickle you awake." 


Marko's eyes went wide and back again. He gripped the bed covers and threw them off to get up. Fingers 
reached for clothes to throw on in a hurry. 


Henkka mumbled behind him. "Make, where are you going?" 

Marko looked up. "To kill Tony." 

The bum blinked a couple times until the words finally set in. "Wait, what? Why?" 
Marko didn't answer him and threw open their door to clamor into the hall. 


Henkka laid on his back and waited for the screaming to start. He covered the blankets over his head and tried 


to fall back to sleep. 
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Tony was jolted up from the bed by a loud pounding on the door. He frowned and climbed over Evil to get out 
of bed. 


He opened the door and raised his eyebrow at Marko. "What's the matter, Make?" 


Marko looked inside the room and glared at Evil's sleeping form. He pointed a finger at Evil. "Thats what's the 
matter. Why is Evil sleeping in your bed? He certainly wasn't here last night 


Tony smiled. "He arrived early this morning. Apparently he'd rode all night long to see me. Except when he got 
here, he didn't want to wake me up so he waited outside. When | went out this morning to shake off my coat, 
he was sleeping on the porch." 


Marko snorted "That explains how he got to town, not how did he get into your bed" 


Tony grinned. "That was the easy part. | just dragged him up here and let him crash in my bed. | figured it 


was warmer than outside." 
Marko stared at Tony, blinking slowly. "Let me get this straight, you invited a complete stranger...” 
Tony interrupted. "Evil's not a stranger. | met him yesterday." 


"You invited a complete stranger into your bed just because you thought it was warmer up here? Tony, what 


if Evil took advantage of you, forced himself on you?" 
"Evil would never do that. He's a gentleman" 


Marko pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. "You're not getting the point, Tony. You don't invite people into 


your room unless you know them longer than one day. It's dangerous" 
Tony cocked his head to the side. "But Evil isn't dangerous. | had to drag him up here, he didn't force me to." 


Marko sighed. "That doesn't matter, it's still not a good idea to invite people into your bed like this. Please tell 


me you won't do that again?" 
Tony eyed him with confusion. "But its Evil, | know him. He wouldn't harm me! Trust me, Make." 


"| do trust you, its him | don't trust. We barely even know him, where he comes from and his past. He could 


be a murder or rapist and we wouldn't even know." 

Tony's eyes went wide. "No, | don't believe that. He's gentle with me." 

Henkka snorted beside Marko, rubbing the last pieces of sleep out of his eyes. "Make's right, Tony. You have to 
be more cautious when it comes to this sort of thing. You can't be so trusting of others. It's like what we 
talked about last night." 


Tony sighed. "I know that. What | don't understand is why you don't trust my judgment?" 


Marko shook his head. "It's not that | don't trust your judgment, | just have a hard time believing it's correct 
when you do something like this. We only want you to be safe, you do know that?" 


"Yes, and | appreciate it. | just don't see what the problem is, | guess. It's Evil, he's harmless." 


Henkka sighed. "Well, Marko and | don't know that. We barely know him at all, only what he's said around you 


yesterday morning." 


Tony thought for a minute. "Then what's stopping you? Take him out..drinking or whatever to get to know him 
better." 


Henkka glanced over at Marko with an arched eyebrow. "That's not a half bad idea. Make?" 

Marko nodded. "Fine, we'll do it your way. Just.just promise me you'll think about what | said?" 

Tony smiled and patted Marko on the shoulder. "I will. Can | go back to bed now?" 

Marko opened his mouth to protest when Henkka elbowed him in the ribs. 

The bum smiled at Tony and nodded. "Yeah, go back to bed. Just give us a holler if you need anything.” 
Tony nodded and waved at them. "Will do." 

eee Se 


Marko passed another mug to Evil and grinned over at Henkka. "So Evil, why that name? Did you have 


superstitious parents?" 


Evil chuckled and shook his head. "No, | came up with the nickname myself. Its a mixture of my first and last 


names." 

Henkka took a drink of ale. "So does that mean your first name starts with an ‘E? 

Evil nodded. "Yeah, it does. Though | never go by it anymore. | even made my parents call me Evil" 
Marko chuckled and downed his half empty mug. He made a motion to the bartender for another. 


Henkka watched Evil turn his glass around several times and stare deeply into it, as if to find some kind of 


meaning. "Something wrong?" 


Evil looked up at the bum. "No, it's good ale. | just.have you ever done something that you regretted years 


later?" 
Marko chuckled and patted Evil on the arm. "We all have, Evil. It's life." 


Evil frowned. "Oh." 


Marko stopped smiling. "Have you done something that you regretted? You haven't killed anyone, have you?" 
"No, nothing like that: It was. betrayed someone that | shouldn't have" 

Henkka finished up his glass and set it back down on the counter. "Like a lover? Or a friend? 

Evil sighed and shook his head. "My father." 

Marko's eyebrow rose. "Your father? How can you betray your father?" 

Evil downed the rest of his glass. “Ll ran away from home when | was ten. | left him all alone.” 


Henkka's eyes went wide. "Wait, didn't you just say that you made your parents call you Evil? If you left them 
at ten, how is that possible?" 


Evil shook his head. "Not those parents. | should.! should probably start from the beginning.” 

Marko nodded. "That would be a good idea, because at this point I'm as confused as Henkka" 

"Um, well, it all started when my mother got sick" He took a sip of his new ale and continued. "The doctors 
couldn't figure out what was wrong with her at first, but over time they diagnosed her with a deadly disease. 
She had to get weekly treatments of this expensive medicine." 

Henkka glanced over at Marko with wide eyes. 

"My dad had to work longer hours to get enough money to buy it, since | was too young to get a job. It was 


my task to pick it up at the apothecary and deliver it home. Most times it wasn't a problem, but that night | 


was accosted by some other kids." 

Henkka sighed. "And they broke it" 

Evil's eyes widened. "How..how did you know that?" 
"It was..it was a guess. Continue on" 


Evil nodded and took another sip of ale. "They smashed the bottle and | had to walk back home empty handed. | 
was afraid to go home, afraid that my parents would hate me for breaking the bottle." 


Marko shook his head. "It wasn't your fault for that. Kids can be jerks when they put their minds to it." 


"I know, but | blamed myself anyway. | got home late and my dad accosted me, asking me why | delayed so long. 


|| broke down in tears and told him the bottle was broken" 


Henkka held his tongue, so sure of what Evil was going to say next. 


"My father told me the doctors said she didn't have much longer, even with the weekly medicine. | didn't 


believe him and ran to my parent's bedroom." 


The bum put his hand to his mouth, biting on it slightly from saying anything. Marko watched him with a 


frown. 

"My mother was lightly sleeping when | came running in. | wrapped my arms around her and started to cry. 
She woke up and petted my head. She..she told me that she was proud of how well I'd grown up. That..that she 
would have liked to see me as an adult with a family of my own" 


Marko sighed and stared down at the bar. 


Evil brushed away the tear that threatened to break free from his eye. "I told her that she would get to see 
that, she would get better. A few..a few minutes later she'd passed away." 


Henkka waited for Evil to continue, confused at why he wasn't getting any happier. 


"My father tried to pull me off her body but | didn't want to let go. My mother was the only one who seemed 


to understand me, my father never did" 
The bum frowned. "| can understand that." 
Evil nodded and took a deep sip of ale to calm his dry mouth. "When he did finally get me off, | lashed out at 


him. Airing all of my frustrations at him all at once. | ran to my room to grab some things and left. |.| haven't 


been back since. | don't even know if..if my father is still alive or not 

Henkka stared at him dumbfounded. "Wait, your mother is still dead? She didn't come back to life that night?" 
Evil looked up at him. "Why would she do that?" 

Marko stared at Henkka. "What the hell are you talking about?" 

"Shit, it wasn't real. He didn't change anything, Make." 

Marko's eyes widened. "Wait a minute, he's the one?" 

Henkka nodded and looked over at Evil. "Your name is Elias, isn't it?" 


Evil's eyes bugged out. "How.how did you know that? Did my father send you here looking for me?" 


The bum shook his head sadly. "No, | don't know your father. | just know someone who's going to be very 
disappointed when he hears about this." 


Elias grabbed Henkka by the arm. "No, please, don't tell anyone else. l.l shouldn't have told you in the first 
place, just forget that | ever said anything." 


Marko sighed. "I wish we could, but it's not that simple. Tony will figure it out sooner or later." 


"Tony? Why would Tony find out? Please don't tell him, | don't want him to hate me for what I've done. |.! like 


him. 


Marko snorted "Yes, we know thai, Elias. The problem is, Tony thinks that he's done something that he hasn't 
really done. And it will destroy him if he found out." 
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Tony laid in bed and wondered what the three of them were talking about downstairs. No doubt drinking the 
night away with his singing money. He loved traveling with them but sometimes it was a pain. He sighed and 
turned to his side. 

The door opened and Elias peeked in "Tony?" 

The brunette sat up in bed and smiled. "Hey." 

Elias returned the smile and closed the door. He sat on the edge of the bed and bit his lip. 

Tony shuffled over to sit beside him. "Something wrong?" 

Elias sighed. "They told me to tell you that you'll be leaving tomorrow.’ 

Tony sighed and leaned his head on Elias' shoulder. "Oh. | see." 


"| don't. don't want you to leave." 


Tony smiled and snuggled his head against Elias' neck. "I don't want to leave either, but | assume they have a 


reason." 
Elias swallowed the lump in his throat. "Do you think.| mean.um, can | stay the night with you? 
Tony chuckled. "| was just about to ask you that. One last snuggle before | go." 


Elias blushed and nodded. "Yeah." 


Tony opened the covers and Elias stood up to take off his coat, chaps, and boots. He turned around and almost 


ran into Tony in the process. 
"Oh! | didn't expect you to be there." 
Tony grinned. "I have a habit of doing that" 


He got up on his tiptoes and kissed Elias on the cheek, his arms wrapping around the taller man's body. "Thanks 


for keeping me warm, Evil." 
Elias blushed harder. "Warm?" 


Tony nodded and smiled. "Yeah. When | sleep alone, | get cold in the middle of the night. When you're here, | 
don't get cold." 


"Lum, you're welcome?" 


Tony laughed and pulled Elias down on the bed beside him. They looped their arms around each other, eyes 
staring deeply into the smiling orbs. 


Elias freed one of his hands to trace alongside Tony's beard line. He bit his lip and leaned over to kiss Tony. A 
simple kiss, brushing against Tony's lips and then away. 


Tony arched an eyebrow at him. "What.what was that for?" 
Elias grinned. "For taking my pain away." 


Tears gathered in Tony's eyes. He bit his lip to stop them from falling, and took his hand to place it over Elias’ 


heart. "Im so sorry’ 

"For what? You didn't cause this” 

Tony's eyes closed, the hard "thump thump" beat under his palm. "Yeah, but | can't fix it either. Not anymore" 
Elias frowned. "I don't.! don't understand 


Tony sighed and opened his eyes again, soft trails of tears rolled down his face. "It doesn't matter. Just.just 
hold me." 


Elias nodded and pulled Tony closer to him. Tony pressed his face against Elias throat, tears weaving down on 
his skin. 


FEKE 


Marko and Henkka were busy settling their payment with the inn keeper when Tony walked outside. A small 
pack hung over his shoulder, a frown filled his face. He sat beside Elias on the steps. 


Elias sighed and put his arm around the smaller man. "We'll see each other again, | know it” 

Tony sighed and looked up to see a man approaching them slowly. He frowned. "Wait, | know you." 
The man stopped. "I was just about to ask that of your friend. | could swear I've seen him before." 
Elias swallowed the lump in his throat. "I doubt it. I'm not from this town" 

"Maybe some other town, then? I'm from Somerset." 

Elias' eyes went wide for a second. "l.l've never." 


Tony jumped to his feet. "Wait! | know you, you're the one that beat up the boy | was watching. The..what the 


hell was it..Danner boy!" 
The man stared at him. "That's my last name. How did you know that?" 


Tony walked up to the taller man, poking him hard in the chest. "I saw you beat up a poor, defenseless boy for 
fun. Smashing up the medicine that his mother desperately needed." 


Elias gaped at Tony. "How did you know about that?" 
The man stared at Elias. "Now | know who you are. Elias? Is that you?" 
Tony stopped poking the man and whipped around. "Elias? Your name is Elias?" 


Elias backed away from both of them and ran into Marko's solid form. He turned around and shook his head at 
Marko. "I told you not to tell him, why did you tell him?" 


Marko held up his hands in defense. "I told Tony nothing of last night, | swear." 


Tony walked over to Marko and Henkka, eyes blazing with anger. "You knew? You knew he was Elias? How..how 
the fuck could you keep something like that from me?" 


Henkka opened his mouth to say something and was interrupted by the man behind them. 


"Look, | don't know what's going on here, | just wanted to know if that was Elias." He walked over to him. "You 
look so much like your father, God rest his soul. There's no mistake about that.” 


Tears formed in Elias' eyes. "He's dead?" 


The man nodded. "Yes, he passed a few years back. His body is buried next to your mother in the graveyard. 
He never stopped looking for you." 


Tony turned around to face Elias. "Your mother is dead?" 
Elias nodded. "She.she died the night | ran away from home. Without medicine...” 


Tony backed away from Elias, the color draining from his face. "No.no, that's not how it happened. | saved her 


that night. | saw it with my own eyes!" 


Elias stared at him with confusion "You saved her? That doesn't make any sense. She died, Tony. | was there.| 


remember it like it was yesterday." 
“But..but.but that can't be. We can't both be right..we can't..ch shit." 
Marko walked forward. "What? What is it, Tony?" 


Tony stared up to the sky, his fists curling by his sides. "You motherfucker, you bewitched my pond! You 


made it see the past, knowing full well | would intervene at some point!" 


Chapter 6 


Jani stared at the pool of water in disbelief. 


He'd been watching the whole time when Tony learned the truth. Words and images filtered through his head, 


places and things. One person stood out more than anything else. 

Mikko. 

He'd been the one to turn Tony in. He'd been the one seen snooping around Tony's pond a week before Tony got 
tossed out. And he'd been the one so smug when Tony was stripped of his powers and sent down, so sure that 
Tony would die down there. 

Jani saw red. His fists balled up on his lap in anger. 

He jumped to his feet and ran away from Tony's pond, intent on finding Mikko and settling this once and for all. 
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Mikko laid idling by his pond and flicked his hand in the air to show more images. He never saw Jani arrive until 


he was yanked up into the air by the tall redhead. 
"You son of a bitch, you got Tony framed on purpose." 
Mikko flailed in Janis arms, desperate to break free. "Let me go!" 


Jani shook his head and gripped tighter, squeezing the small framed man. "Not a fucking chance. You do not 
mess with Tony and expect to get away with it" 


"| didn't do anything!" 
Jani snorted. "Oh right, the best bewitcher of ponds knows nothing of bewitching ponds. Save it, you bastard." 
Mikko shook his head violently. "| swear, | know nothing about Tony's pond” 


The redhead released one hand and pulled out a thatch of fabric from his pants. "Then why did | find this 


stuck between the branches? How did it get there if you weren't anywhere nearby?" 
"They told me to do it. They wanted him gone." 


Jani smirked. "Wrong, you wanted him gone. Then you could be the top organ player up here." 


Mikko glared back at him. "| am the best organ player up here! He was nothing but a hack!" 
"Then why don't you tell him that yourself” 
Jani let go of Mikko's body and hurdled him into Mikko's pond in one fluid motion. 


Water splashed around Jani, wetting his clothes. The waves smoothed out again and displayed images just as if 


nothing had disturbed them. 

And Mikko was nowhere to be found. 

KEKEE 

With a thud, Mikko landed into a mud patch at full force. He winced and tried to pull himself up. 


Pain shot up his legs as he got to his feet. Bits of bones broke through the skin of his thin legs, blood pooling 


over his red robes. 
He looked up to the skies. "Jani, where the hell have you sent me?" 


Thunder raced under his feet, a frown coming to his lips. He looked to the left to spot an army coming right 


for him. 
His eyes went wide when he glanced to the right to spot another army coming from the other side. 
"Oh shit" 


A clash of bayonets and gunshots rang out in the middle of the battlefield. Screams and battle cries littered 
the air, followed by gasps and cries of agony. 


No one heard his scream and no one found his impaled body among the hundreds dead. 
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Jani stood before the trio of elders in the trial area He'd been taken there shortly after they received word 
that Mikko was dead. 


The first elder looked down at the redhead. "You have been charged with the death of Mikko. How do you plea?" 
Jani sighed. "Guilty." 


The second elder shook his head. "Were we not in this same position with Tony? Except then, you stood by and 
watched him take the fall. Have you not learned anything from him?" 


The redhead snorted. "I've learned plenty from Tony, way more than any of you stuffy elders would even 


dream to learn" 
The third elder glared at him. "Do not forget, we hold your fate in our hands." 


Jani scoffed at the elder. "What does it matter? | know you're going to execute me. | took another's life, even 


if not directly by my own hand." 


The first elder's eyebrow raised. "Is that what you think? Well, you are wrong. Killing is a sin, even you know 


that" 
"Then what? Brainwashing me into someone like Janne? No thanks, just dump me into a pond and let me die." 
The second elder cocked his head to the side. "You want to die?" 


Jani grinned at him. "Anything is better than here anymore. | used to believe in what we did, but not anymore. 


| now see how corrupt all of you really are." 


The third elder pointed down at Jani. "You are the one that is corrupt. You have been corrupted by Tony into 
believing that you can do whatever you want. That has to stop, and it will right now." 


A gong sounded and the three elders rose at once. A blond haired man walked into the trial area and all eyes 


on him widened in unison 
The man turned to Jani. "I never like Mikko much, but that doesn't mean you can off him at will." 
Janis mouth hung open. "You're..you're...” 


The man smiled. "Yes, and l'm also one of the highest elders." He pointed to the trio above. "These are just 


keepers of the peace, nothing more." 

They glared at him but said nothing 

He chuckled at their response. "And they all still hate me too” 

Jani swallowed hard. "But.but why are you here?" 

The man turned back to Jani. “I'm here to intervene. | don't like how they handled Tony's fate; people below 
actually believe his stories. | don't want more to know of us. We're not supposed to exist to those below us 


and | want to keep it that way." 


"Then.you're not going to execute me?" 


The man nodded. "That's correct. | have other plans for you, Jari. And no, not brainwashing plans. You will 


remember all of this, but you will have your powers stripped like Tony.’ 
Jani nodded. "So l'm.l'm to be placed down below?" 


"Yes, but your job is to find Tony and stop him from telling people of us. And | don't mean by harming him, | 


know you two are close. | mean to just get him to stop spreading our existence. Can you do that for me?" 
Jani nodded enthusiastically. "Yes, yes | can" 

The man chuckled and patted Jani on the shoulder. "I bid you farewell, Jani. Good luck" 
The redhead smiled. "Thank you..thank you, elder Timo." 

Timo wiggled a finger at him. "Careful, you're not supposed to greet me with my name." 
Jani blushed. "I'm sorry sir, | won't do it again" 

Timo laughed at him. "Oh, I'm sure you will." 

With that he walked out of the room, leaving a stunned audience and three angry elders. 
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Tony stared at the sky, as if to see some sort of sign. He sighed and looked back down 
All four guys around him just stared at him stunned. 


Tony chuckled at their expressions. "That probably didn't make any sense to any of you. | honestly don't know 
what to think anymore." 


Henkka sighed. "I'm sorry, Tony. We should have told you about Elias, though we only just found out last night" 


Tony smiled at him. "Yeah, you should have but it doesn't matter anymore, does it? | never saved Elias‘ mom, | 
never made Elias happy, and | was framed for what | didn't do." 


Elias swallowed the lump in his throat. "Yes, you did" 
Tony stared at him confused. "I did save your mom?" 


"No, you made me happy.” 


Tony blushed. "I did?" 


Elias wandered over to Tony and put his arms around him. "Yes, you did. l.l like being with you. | wouldn't..| 
wouldn't give that up for anything." 


Tony chuckled "All that for a crazy ex-god who loves staring at horses?" 

"You were a god?" 

"Yeah, and it was boring compared to this’ 

Elias' eyes went wide. "Wow. But that explains how you never saw a horse up close” 

Tony chuckled and burrowed into Elias’ arms. "There are a lot of things | haven't seen or done” 
Marko grinned. "Indeed And speaking of which, we need to have a little talk about one of them, Tony." 
The brunette lifted his head from Elias’ body to glance over at Marko. "Oh yeah?" 

"Yeah. Especially before you and Elias start getting closer.” 

Tony grinned. ‘Is that the one about fornication? You might be a bit late for that one" 

Marko's jaw dropped 

Tony chuckled "Just kidding, All we've done is kiss, so far" 

Elias held Tony closer to him. "l.l can teach you that! 

Tony leaned up and kissed Elias on the cheek. "Promise?" 

A blush ran across Elias’ face. "Y-yeah, | promise.” 

SRB EE BE 

Tony helped load up Fire while Marko and Henkka looked on 

Henkka turned to Marko. "So it's over. Why do | feel so sad?" 

Marko smiled and pulled him closer. "Hs not totally over, Tony and Elias will just be a town away.” 


The frown deepened on Henkka's face. "But | don't want them to go, Make. | was having fun traveling around, 
seeing what kind of mischief Tony would get into. Its going to be back to boring bum life for me again." 


Marko glanced at the ground. "Actually, | was..! was hoping that you'd quit that and live with me. | mean, if you 


wanted to." 

Henkka stared at him. "Did you just ask me what | think you just asked me?" 
Marko shuffled his feet. "I think | did." 

Henkka watched Tony for a minute before responding. "But where would we live?" 


Marko shrugged his shoulders. "Wherever you wanted to, it doesn't matter to me. All that matters is that 


you're with me." 

"Ok, then | want to live in the town by the farm Tony's going to.” 
Marko grinned. "I had a feeling you were going to say that." 
Henkka hit him on the arm. "Quit being such a smartass." 

"ill try but | can't promise you anything.” 

Henkka snorted. "Works for me." 

FEKE EK KK 

Elias helped Tony on top of the horse. "You ok, up there?" 

Tony giggled and stroked the top of Fire's head. "This is so cool.” 


Marko chuckled and patted Elias on the shoulder. "| see a very interesting ride back home. Just try to keep 


him safe, ok?" 
Elias nodded and hugged Marko slightly. "Thanks." 


Marko fought back the blush that threatened to break free and nodded. Henkka chuckled beside him but said 
nothing about it. 


Elias climbed behind Tony and took the reins from the bouncing brunette. "Well, um, I'll be seeing you guys. 


You're welcome to visit anytime you want." 
Henkka smiled. "Oh, we will. You can bet on it. Try to keep Tony out of trouble.” 


Tony stuck his tongue out at Henkka. "I don't get into trouble." 


Elias laughed. "I'll try." 

He reined in Fire and was about to head out when Tommy came barreling over to him. 

"Evill Where the hell have you been? Mother and father have been worried sick and I've been racing around 
the countryside hunting for you. You better have a damned good explanation for disappearing in the middle of 
the night!" 

Elias blushed. "Um, well, |.| couldn't help it.” He motioned to Tony. "He stole my heart." 

Tony smiled shyly at Tommy. "Sorry about that." 

Tommy stared at him. "Tony?" 


Tony nodded. "Yep, that's me. Nice to see you again, though | guess it's not the most ideal circumstances." 


Elias swallowed the lump in his throat. "l'm sorry Tommy, | didn't mean to scare everyone. In fact, | was about 


to return there now’ 
Tommy looked between the two men. "But.but how did you two meet?" 
Tony grinned. "It's a really long story, we'll tell it to you along the way" 
The blond frowned and then shrugged his shoulders. “If you say so” 


Elias and Tony waved goodbye to Make and Henkka. Fire raced off in the distance with Goldy in tow, finally 


reunited with his mate once again. 

3 EEK 

"What was that?" 

Timo turned to Jens and raised an eyebrow. "What was what?" 

Jens pointed down at the pond. "That. Was that the ending?" 

Timo chuckled. "No way, these two will be causing havoc for the rest of their lives." 
"But what about Jani?" 


Timo snorted. "What about him? He's down below now, don't you remember?" 


Jens rolled his eyes. "Yes, | know that. | mean, will he ever find Tony?" 

The blond god shrugged. "Hell if | know. He's not even on the same continent as Tony: 
"But.but, why send him at all?" 

Timo chuckled. “Eh, hell.um, learn new stuff along the way. Or something like that 
Jens eyed the elder god. "You don't have a clue what's going to happen next, do you?" 


"Nope," he said with a grin. 


Epilogue 


Elias rode into the small town, Tony asleep in front of him, and looked around. It hadn't changed much from 
when he was last here. The same dusty store fronts were still attached to rusty screws that squeaked 


whenever the wind blew. 


He swallowed the lump in his throat and hoped that he wouldn't run into anyone this early in the morning. He 
didn't want to deal with any questions until he arrived at his final destination 


Fire's metal shoes tapped on the hardened ground at a slow pace, his body as tense as his owner's. 


Tony shifted in Elias' arm and snuggled under Elias' chin. He mumbled something in his sleep that Elias couldn't 


quite make out. 


He felt guilty dragging Tony out here in the wee morning hours for this, but he really needed him here, even 
if he wasn't awake for it. Just knowing that he was, calmed the tightness in Elias’ chest. 


The grass got taller the further they traveled through the town, weeds and flowers intermingling with each 
other. 


Elias sighed and signalled Fire to stop. He bit his lip and gave Tony a gentle shake on the arm. "Tony, we're here, 


wake up." 

The brunette arched in his arms, gently tapping Elias under his chin with his head. "Mmmm, sleepy.” 
Elias rubbed Tony's head. "I know, but it won't take that long," 

Tony smiled. "Ok" 


Elias slid off the horse and reached out to grab Tony. The brunette fell into his arms and snuggled under Elias’ 
chin to go back to sleep. He let out a pained sighed and carried Tony through the thick grass. 


He walked a few minutes, eyes searching for the one he was after, and stopped in front of two stone statues 


with birds carved into them. 
Tony mumbled something when Elias laid him on the damp grass, shifting around to get comfortable. 


Elias watched him fall asleep again and then turned his attention back to the stones. He reached down and 
brushed away the years of dirt and weeds hiding the names on the twin graves. 


Tears streamed down his face, lips reading the two names over and over again. He traced the carved stone of 


the graves with the tip of his finger, if somehow to feel their presence underneath. 


He swallowed the lump in his throat and faced the first grave. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry for hurting you like | did. | 
was young and stupid, and not thinking straight when | left. I'm sorry for that" 


Elias sighed and glanced over at Tony, who was curled up beside another person's grave sleeping. His eyes 


traveled back to the first grave. 

| hope you're with mother now, that you're happy again. Know that | always thought about you and what | did 
since that night. It haunted me to the point of madness, taunting me to admit how stupid | was. | know now 
that | was stupid, and | should have been there for you like you were there for me. If | could turn back time, | 
would try to change it" 

Tony mumbled something in this sleep and shifted to his other side. 

Elias chuckled at him and looked at the second grave. "| miss you. Not a day goes by when | don't think about 
you. The smell of your perfume, the touch of your hand on my head. It's not fair that you were taken from 
me. | didn't.l didn't understand and | didn't want to believe it" 

He stopped to brush away the tears rolling down his face. 

"| didn't want to deal with the idea of never being able to tell you about my day. You were the only one who 
listened to me when I'd been beat up by the Danner kids. You were the only one who defended me when | had 
trouble in school. Father didn't quite understand me, didn't understand that I'd rather solve things with words 
instead of fists. But you did” 

Elias smiled at Tony's tiny moan and stroked his messy hair. "But, ironically, I've finally found happiness. Not 
quite a wife and dozens of children, but he makes me happy just the same. | hope. hope I'll be with him 
forever. Much like father didn't want it, | don't want to live my life without him either." 

A small grin curved Tony's lips, his eyes staying closed with the constant petting on his hair. 

"Even if he is pretending to sleep on wet grass and listening to me talk to graves. | still..! still love him anyway." 


Tony blushed and hid his face into his arm. 


‘lm sorry that it's taken me so long to visit you, but | promise that | will once a year. It's the least | could do 


for you." 
Tony shifted and sat up on the grass. His arms looped around Elias’ body, holding him close. "I'm proud of you." 
Elias nuzzled against Tony's throat. "Thanks for nagging me so much. | guess.| guess | really needed to do this." 


Tony chuckled, Elias' breath tickling his neck "It's my job." 


Elias sighed and kissed along Tony's neck, eliciting a giggle out of the smaller man. "Let's go home." 
Tony snuggled into Elias‘ arms. "Ok" 
A snort rang out when Tony started snoring again in his embrace. Elias grinned and let out a happy sigh. 


He'd finally found peace. 


